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    PROLOGUE 
 
    When Daisy bashed at the restroom door, yelling “Dale, are you okay in there?”, he wished it were normal teenage problems but the toilet bowl full of bile-soaked leaves and twigs said different.  
 
    A clammy hand went over his chest, feeling the empty contours of his bowels now that he had emptied them. Hard to believe it was stuff he might find in fertiliser bags in his parents’ garden. That had just been floating about in his system, minding its own business, poking and prodding at the fleshy walls of his insides.  
 
    That was, if his insides still looked like the typical meaty bits of ordinary people; as Dale had transformed into a tree twice now within the space of forty-eight hours, he didn’t think his insides would be your typical lungs, hearts, kidneys etc., and he didn’t need a medical degree to figure that one out.  
 
    One of those leaves, the one sifting to the top, was the size of his palm and it was a virulent, fertile green.  
 
    He rushed to throw up again.  
 
    ‘DALE? DALE? ARE YOU OKAY IN THERE?’ 
 
    He just about stopped himself at the bowl, hands grabbing onto to its greasy, slicked sides. What had been bubbling in his throat went, unmercifully, back down so that he could taste it. That acidic, unnatural taste. Tasted like garden.  
 
    A balled fist up to his lip just about prevented it from regurgitating.  
 
    ‘DALE, PLEASE! LET US KNOW YOU’RE OKAY!’  
 
    He had to swipe away his hand while at the same time holding his gut in so he wouldn’t throw up while replying.  
 
    ‘I’M FINE, JUST GIVE ME A SECOND!’  
 
    He staggered back from the bowl; easy does it now. A spin about the room, and his hands landed on the sink by the foggy mirror. You see, he had been breathing that deep and heavy the glass had blurred.  
 
    One gentle swipe with his sleeve, and there he saw himself, pale. His hair all black and greasy. Living death.  
 
    But there was a tinge in his face that was very nearly green.  
 
    Nausea flamed his stomach again. But what got him over to the toilet bowl, what really got him over there, was the thought that he was the lucky one.  
 
    His friends, after all, had been eaten alive.  
 
    The lucky ones.  
 
    Others had been beheaded, speared, eaten by crocodiles, and it appeared he and Daisy were the last ones left.  
 
    With that, he keeled over the toilet bowl and out his mouth came a fresh shower of glistening spring leaves. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    As he fumbled out the bathroom door, wiping a few remaining leaves off his lip, mumbling something about “everything being fine”, it was clear to Daisy everything was not fine.  
 
    ‘No, Dale. No. You turned into one of those creatures back there. Are you? Are you okay?’ She pressed close, looking at him, and had to whisper under her breath. ‘Are we safe?  
 
    That nearly startled him back into the toilet where the flush was still going off. An odd contraption, made of steel; they certainly hadn’t had that back in their 1920s’ small American town.  
 
    His eyes flashed, maybe even looked fierce, when she questioned him like that. His own voice dropped to its lowest pitch and, due to some leaves still in his throat, came out very weird.  
 
    ‘Listen to me, you will never, ever, have to worry about anything like that,’ he said. ‘Don’t ever ask that again.’  
 
    He then stumbled away to cough up the leaves and a few of the things slipped down, floating onto a seat near Jane the English girl. He weaved down the train passing the colourful cast of characters they now found themselves on a train with, Jack the playing card knight, Jane the awkward English girl, and of course, Mrs Molly Collins, who commandeered this underground runaway train and who had directed it down to a place forty-eight hours ago, that Dale hadn’t believed existed: The Greek Underworld.  
 
    Right now Molly reclined like a lazy pussycat on one of the leather seats, murmuring about “starting up again in a few minutes” and how “Alice had to be around here somewhere”.  
 
    Alice, you see, was Mrs Collins’ daughter.  
 
    All about the long under train windows were rocky caverns and pitch-black subterranean passageways. They were in a wide sand valley where, flitting by the window panes, were ghostly figures wearing laurel-leaf crowns and togas.  
 
    Their train had come to a dead-stop ten minutes ago and remained stationary; a sitting duck in the middle of this valley, though the spirits didn’t seem too interested at what was inside, they merely danced around and swam through the air.  
 
    Dale was so busy looking out the windows, he almost slipped on the leaves and branches scattered over the floor. That hadn’t been him. He had to watch his step so as not to disrupt the armour-plates, arrow quivers, and torn bloodied Ancient Greek clothing. That hadn’t been him, either. There had originally been a lot more travellers on this train and one by one, Dale had watched them meet sticky ends. Achilles, who had hacked off his own foot. Oedipus and his parents who, well; use your imagination. And there had been one other fellow, tall, silver-haired and with a lyre.  
 
    ‘Where’ Orpheus?’ he asked Mrs Collins with a cursory look over the shoulder.  
 
    She didn’t answer. Jack.  
 
    ‘Oh, Orpheus,’ he said, ‘you won’t see him around no more.’  
 
    Dale took that to mean, once again, they had lost another passenger.  
 
    He swallowed.  
 
    A contingent of pulpy leaves — that hadn’t been quite washed out with the last purge — scattered back down his throat. And Dale was sure he went quite pale. The others had been giving him looks, which suggested more than that, and he figured it might be best to take a look at his reflection.  
 
    His heartbeat’s steady thud implied it wouldn’t be a good one.  
 
    Only when he reached the train’s end and turned to look closely at his face out the window did he see his eyes glowed red.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    His eyes weren’t just red; they glowed so bright and full-red it was like a jack-o-lantern with especially hot flames pouring through the sockets.  
 
    Dale nearly jumped out of his skin and then, readjusting himself, peered closer at the window and stretched one eye open carefully with his fingertips. Red. Red. Infernal red. Red as hot fireworks. Circus-red. Red as balls of fire. Red as The Sun. Red. Red. Bleeding-red; though, much to his relief, his eyes were not bleeding and a delicate pinch of the pudgy eyeball flesh revealed merely it had turned into a bright red ball as if dipped in a paint to the point of enlargement.  
 
    His eyeballs had become a pair of two big swollen red balls.  
 
    His mouth strained open, a leaf dangling from his lip like an existential cigarette.  
 
    And a one-eighty spin revealed the rest of the train staring him with his red eyes and leaf dangling from the lip.  
 
    ‘Dale?’ Mrs Collins asked. ‘Is everything okay?’  
 
    He nodded despite treading backwards at a furious pace. And the thought popped like a jack-in-the-box into his head, why weren’t they screaming?  
 
    A look back at the window told him why. Whereas his eyes had been red as the devil before, now a normal pair of peepers blinked at him. He blinked back with ferocity.  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m right as rain,’ he said dryly, ‘just a minor spot of bother.’  
 
    His eyes may not have been red anymore but there was still the tiny leaf dangling from his lip. Dizzy, he held his breath and pulled it out and that tiny leaf turned out to be quite a big leaf. A leaf, in fact, the size of his sweat, webby palm.  
 
    Now, he really felt sick.  
 
    ‘DALE? DALE!’  
 
    Daisy’s feet hammered down the train and the flutter of her dress, like pages turning in a book, caused him to turn around once more; and he did so at the worst possible moment.  
 
    He threw up all down her blouse.  
 
    A heinous mix of yellow-sap-drool, leaves, twigs, and ugly black mush that looked like soil. 
 
    Daisy flung herself back, her face pink and excruciated. She had been so distraught and shocked that her own eyes had narrowed, nearly closing, and it took a few seconds for them to open up, scroll down, and comprehend what he had thrown up on her dress.  
 
    The way her face trembled made him want to die.  
 
    Instead he smacked the nearest door button. And that was it. The electronic blurt startled him straight through the doors into the darkness of the Greek Underworld. His shoes stuttered onto the rocky sand. A subtle wind flicked his hair. His eyes, blinking, found that it was not dark at all here; there were ghosts flying about like balloons. They wore togas, bloodied battle armour, and some didn’t have any clothes at all. Ghosts flew so close, easy for him to tel how they died. An arrow here, a stab wound there, eyes missing, face missing, or in some cases, ghostly creatures like piranhas, red fire ants, and huge rats dangling off their bodies where they had been dragged down to the Underworld and also expired. 
 
    Dale thought he had been the scariest thing around on the train, now in the Underworld he was practically a spring lamb darting about to avoid the ghost storm. Soon he realised they were harmless. A ghost flew through him head-on and it felt like nothing more than a blast of icy air. Terrifying, true, to see a moaning transparent figure covered in all sorts of grue gliding right up; he was left physically and, spiritually, chilled but not a hair harmed. However. A few more ghosts gliding right through him, accidentally or on purpose, and he became freezing cold stumbling across these caverns. His sleeves now came with crumbs of ice. And his skin had turned a luminous blue. If it were not for his condition, Dale assumed, he might have frozen to death.  
 
    This great wind of ghosts swirling about the train like freezing cold hailing rain.  
 
    All Dale had wanted was some air but soon he found himself tearing past the train’s end too far to turn back.  
 
    Way above their heads was the solid rock ceiling separating the Underworld from the Ancient Greek World. The dead from the living. Dale tried to pretend this was a cave, just a normal cave, but that was hard to do with the flying dead ghosts.  
 
    He ran.  
 
    A beeline from the train right to the nearest cavern entrances where legend had it he would soon lose himself within the labyrinth of the dead. Pluto’s labyrinth.  
 
    And yet Dale, seeing the leaves down his jacket and feeling the bitter cold from the ghost flights, decided he was better off in there than out here or inside the train. Freezing didn’t seem fun neither did transforming into a monster and devouring his friends, including Daisy; whom he’d promised Tom to protect. Maybe he had already broken that promise barfing leaves over her; oh well, it could have been worse. Much worse.  
 
    He was still brushing the moist, vomit-slicked leaves off his jacket when he ran into the nearest cave. 
 
    Into the dark. 
 
    Into the dark so far the entrance disappeared. He might have done a complete circle in pitch-black; he might have done multiple circles. There was no light anymore.  
 
    Out of the dark came voices.  
 
    ‘Watch where you’re stepping young man! Don’t come any closer!’  
 
    ‘Hold it! Step to the left!’  
 
    ‘No, not that left! The other left!’  
 
    ‘Watch where you’re going!’  
 
    Vaguely-accented voices which made him think of olives, yoghurt, and chicken Gyros. This was, after all, the Greek Underworld.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ he asked with a delicate bend in the direction he thought they might be speaking from and then, remembering there were multiple voices, he corrected himself AGAIN and AGAIN; ‘how many are you? What are you?’  
 
    A fumble into his pocket for a lighter and, click, his companions were revealed: a dozen head-busts situated on plinths about the cave, their eyes lit up black and pearly, their mouths wide open, talking.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    He was surrounded by talking Ancient Greek head-busts with magnificent stone beards and curly stone hair who, despite being made of stone, blabbed their mouths off.  
 
    ‘Put that light out!’ the nearest head cried. ‘It hurts!’  
 
    Dale peered close to see the head was, in fact, sobbing.  
 
    ‘Ah, fire, the fundamental stuff of the world,’ said the head-bust closest to his extended hand, its eyes absent of pupils but, nevertheless, widening at his match-light. Dale’s hand shook. He had seen crazy stuff before, but you never got used to it. ‘Don’t just stand there, gawping,’ the head-bust went on. ‘Don’t you know who I am?’  
 
    ‘Spartacus?’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘WRONG!’ the head-bust barked.  
 
    ‘I’m Spartacus!’ said another head-bust from within the crowd. 
 
    ‘No, I’m Spartacus!’ said another head-bust.  
 
    Dale jerked sideways with the light to see the other heads but knocked a few plinths and some of the heads came crashing down to the floor where they shattered.  
 
    ‘He was Spartacus,’ muttered another head.  
 
    Dale drew in a deep breath and comprehended what he saw.  
 
    ‘Okay, okay,’ he said. ‘I don’t care. Really, I don’t. Just who can help me find someone. I’m looking for Alice Collins.’  
 
    The heads all started talking at once.  
 
    ‘Follow the weed smoke, dear boy,’ said one head with a majestic beard. ‘Socrates says so.’  
 
    Dale recalled Alice’s personality.  
 
    ‘That sounds about right,’ he muttered.  
 
    Another head started squawking.  
 
    ‘No, Socrates doesn’t say so! I’m Socrates! And do you smell any weed smoke around here? There’s no weed. There’s never been any weed around here.’  
 
    Dale sniffed about the air. Only dust flickered through his nostrils and soon he had to drop the lighter and pinch his nose just in case he sneezed.  
 
    Too late.  
 
    Phlegm spurted out his nose and saliva out his mouth except that it wasn’t just phlegm and it wasn’t just saliva. What was in his nose felt thick, blocking one of his nostrils, but when it pushed out, this huge wet leaf flapped out and floated all feathery before sticking to a nearby wall inches away. Yeah. He could just about see.; its yellow saliva glued it. Another leaf fell out his mouth, as well, albeit a smaller, more lithe leaf.  
 
    That didn’t mean he wasn’t horrified.  
 
    ‘Oh god,’ he gawped. ‘Oh god.’  
 
    The sculptured heads were just as shocked. He could tell in the dark from how they gasped and spluttered. 
 
    ‘Ye gods,’ spat one. ‘Ye gods.’  
 
    Dale wiped his lip and this tinge of annoyance warmed the back of his neck as the heads reacted. He hadn’t asked for their opinion.  
 
    ‘Ye gods,’ he whispered staring at the yellow sap on his black sleeve. ‘You got that right.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a condition, son,’ said one of the heads.  
 
    ‘Who says?’ Dale asked.  
 
    ‘Hippocrates,’ said that head.  
 
    He scooped up his lighter, illuminated the face and it was Hippocrates.  
 
    ‘Fair enough,’ Dale remarked.  
 
    ‘Follow the blue light,’ the head said.  
 
    Dale blinked as his light pressed closer into the sculptured head’s face, driving inwards the way a detective’s magnifying glass might examine. He trembled as the lighter went about revealing the sculptured heads. What was this feeling? Wonder. It felt like wonder. A feeling not experienced since boyhood. Before, poisoned by the mushroom, transforming into a monster, he had been too disorientated and downright terrified to look about and take in the bizarre and beautiful things that were happening; now, he had every chance to go on an adventure. One that would take him to the Alice girl and uncover a cure before he transformed again and hurt Daisy.  
 
    God, she might be killed.  
 
    God, or worse… 
 
    EATEN.  
 
    He wondered, chin aloft, what she would taste like.  
 
    The very thought had him in shivers.  
 
    The lighter shook. Its flame went so far up to Hippocrates his marble eyes blinked furiously and streaks went down his cheeks. 
 
    Fire. Fire rang a bell. The girl Alice cast blue flames. He remembered now.  
 
    ‘No, follow the weed smoke,’ protested Socrates.  
 
    That was an odd thing to hear, but he had other concerns. The head before him reacted violently to being burnt, throwing its jaw back and groaning. A frightful vision. Dale ignored the other head and holding the flame back, apologised.  
 
    ‘Sorry about that.’  
 
    ‘I should think so,’ said the head. ‘I’m not a spliff, you know.’  
 
    He wouldn’t even have known what that was forty-eight hours ago had it not been for the mischievous little troublemaker Alice Collins.  
 
    ‘Don’t get cute,’ Dale said. ‘Now, I’ll be civil with you if you’ll be civil with me. I’ll take good care of you and let you get away from these other fellas if you guide me to Alice.’ 
 
    The surrounding heads balked at this, hissing, complaining.  
 
    ‘You can’t seriously be thinking of taking him,’ one of the other heads said, ‘he’s not even a philosopher.’  
 
    ‘Sorry Socrates!’ Dale muttered as he scooped up Hippocrates with one arm, the lighter in his other hand, and jetted for the nearest exit; ‘I’ve made my choice.’  
 
    Right before he jetted into the next passageway, he heard one of the heads bark out an exasperated, ‘he’s not Socrates, I am!’  
 
    Dale shook his head finding himself in a vast cave where the boulders looked like gigantic mushrooms.  
 
    ‘I don’t care,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I didn’t even agree to this!’ Hippocrates complained from his arm. ‘Put me down you stupid bastard! You little shit! You’re full of black bile!’  
 
    One of Dale’s clammy hands — the free one — snaked about to clasp Hippocrates’s mouth and stop him yapping.  
 
    ‘Sorry, Doc,’ he said only for the head to bite down on his hand with what felt like the ecstatic fantastical gnash of a rattlesnake. Dale screamed. ‘AHHHH!’ STUPID HIPPOCRATES! TAKE A HIKE!’ He kicked the head like an American football and watched it crash into one of the cave walls. Hippocrates splintered into a thousand pieces. Dale then breathed: ‘I need a second opinion.’  
 
    He stood facing the cave, breathing. His other hand still held the lighter, and what little good it did, illuminating a tiny portion of this very dark space with no blue flames in sight. Dale sighed. He would just have to use good ‘ol small town gut instinct, a thing coach used to tell him he never had anyway. Ah well. Right now, though, his instincts were certainly telling him something and it felt a lot like primal fear.  
 
    He just stood there, petrified.  
 
    This prickle came down on his neck. Things weren’t right.  
 
    A faint flutter of wings.  
 
    Odd lights flashing about the walls.  
 
    A dark creature circling above, one he initially felt was a vulture but it was too large and unwieldy. Plus, vultures didn’t have freakish red eyes.  
 
    And that was when the winged gargoyle landed down on his shoulders. Up he went in its clutches, its claws latched into his jacket, and before the obvious occurred — taking off his jacket — he first thrust the lighter up into the gargoyle’s belly. That flying gargoyle went nuts, spun around, and away Dale went; he flew about the walls similarly to how Hippocrates had done, only he didn’t shatter into pieces, just smacked his bones and banged his head before falling down onto the cave floor.  
 
    ‘Bastard,’ he breathed.  
 
    Looking up, all he could see was red eyes.  
 
    And then hundreds of winged gargoyles flew down from the ceiling.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Now that the gargoyles swooped down for him, their faces within view,  Dale struggled to his feet and saw that they were not gargoyles at all; at least, not when their faces came right up close, shrieking. They weren’t gargoyles.  
 
    Women’s faces with long unkempt hair, nasty uptight lips and, most surprisingly of all,  feather-covered bare breasts between their flapping wings. That was like the stuff from worst nightmares. Silly him for naturally assuming they would be gargoyles. Dale staggered back, shocked, with what must’ve been a gobsmacked expression.  
 
    They weren’t gargoyles.  
 
    No, they were harpies.  
 
    Thank god he had paid attention to the Classics at school. Not that it was helping much as the harpies dived about him, shrieking, their wings flapping, and a few choice kicks from their long talons. Only thing that helped was how many of the goddamn things there were, too many even for this large cave, and so it was easy for him to weave in between the many birds and for their wings to smack each other instead of hitting him and for their claws, those terrible claws, razor-edges winking, they fell into each other with feathers flying and screams, terrible screams.  
 
    Human screams.  
 
    ‘GETOFFFGETOFFF! IT’S HIMMMM! HEEEE’S THE ONE WE WAANNT! GETTT HIIMMM!’  
 
    A packing of bobbing female harpy heads, beautiful women, lunged and pecked after him as he scrambled through the cave.  
 
    ‘This can’t be happening,’ he said to himself; ‘this can’t be happening.’  
 
    The lighter was his only weapon.  
 
    A harpy tried to pick him up again, its claws latching into his jacket, again, and again, he jabbed up with the lighter into its feathery belly the second his feet left the ground. The resulting furious scream left his ears scorching, but not scorching nowhere nearly as much as the flaming harpy which whipped around burning its brethren and soon there was a swarm of burning, flapping harpies.  
 
    Dale took shelter behind one of those large mushroom-like rocks and watched as they melted.  
 
    ‘Harpy barbecue, ‘ he said to himself.  
 
    The snivelling near his shoulder became apparent perhaps a microsecond too late; this harsh, pathetic noise of a very hungry creature, one that was about to feed. A river of sweat poured down his forehead, perhaps exacerbated by the heat of the still-lit lighter and the already dingy warmth of the cave. Dale was just about to turn around, and his arm holding the lighter was indeed swinging in that direction, when this new harpy launched itself, seized his lighter-welding arm and away that went flying up to the cave-heights, swooping through various higher passageways. The harpy flew him so high he got a nosebleed.  
 
    His arm hung by its socket so it wrenched and ached as the harpy dragged him through the air, high as a place called The Underworld could be. The light remained clasped inside his hand, the one attached to the arm the harpy held. For now Dale had to wait.  
 
    To say the least it would be a while before he saw Molly’s train again.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIVE  
 
    As they flew up high, a diverse and exotic range of ghosts fluttered, brushed, and sometimes flew straight through Dale. He gasped just as he had done in the sand valley being raised to a place where it was so high and cold; the ghosts flinging themselves around screeching like winter winds. They were all sad Greek souls who had met their deaths up there in Olympia, swords and arrows sticking out their backs, and a frightened Dale became fascinated as the harpy whipped past.  
 
    Their flight gave him a bird’s eye view of the underworld and below the huge caves and caverns looked like gigantic shells with arches and curves, their sides sharpened not into razor-rock edges but instead into artistic seashell patterns; that gave Dale a shiver down his spine, thinking about how this place was man-made. Well, the gods had made it. Long ago. And it was like they had carved and styled every single rock and every single angle to perfection.  
 
    All revealed only by the glare of his small-town American lighter.  
 
    His arm jangled and jerked to remind him, oh yes, he was in the grasp of this horrible harpy creature; and goodness knows where it was taking him. Oh, he could guess and did so as the harpy slid through cave-crevices making multiple turns around what must have been the underworld’s heights, the closest places to the service, before bringing him to a dark gloomy circular cave, the purpose of which was a mystery to him.  
 
    That was: until he caught the stench of feathers and bird shit.  
 
    Now, the harpy let go and Dale tumbled down into what he had already guessed.  
 
    A large bird’s nest making up the floor of the cave, its straw perhaps stacked a few feet high; for when Dale fell down, he sank right down as if falling into snow. That should have been a relief — a soft land and nothing broken — madcap bedlam shrieks from all around had him feeling anything but.  
 
    This cold shiver went down his neck, drenching his jacket and waistcoat with so much perspiration, it was like he had been in a shower. And his arm holding the lighter hurt so much he had to swing it few times to make sure there really was nothing broken, and when he did so, gasping from the pain, his lighter’s glare went about the nest and revealed the short figures waddling towards him.  
 
    The ones he had already guessed lived here.  
 
    Baby harpies.  
 
    They had sparse hairlines, fat cheeks and slobbering mouths and their little black furry bodies were even more ugly and hideous than the parents. Their wings had quaint, mechanical flaps, not quite taking off, not quite working, and as they waddled towards him, they resembled grotesque penguins.  
 
    The big momma harpy, who was huge by comparison with their eagle wingspan, watched up on the ledge as its horrid retching little spawn approached. Their heads bobbed and swerved about with curiosity at the gangly, scrawny human who had just landed in their den, perhaps not used to this kind of food, and the way they moved like owls had him all tense up.  
 
    His finger kept that lighter on.  
 
    ‘Back off now, birdies,’ Dale warned. 
 
    He felt ridiculous saying that.  
 
    But a second later, when his finger eased on the button, and the lighter accidentally clicked off, plunging the place into darkness, he was terrified. Not another second passed before this creature, presumably the first baby harpy, crashed into him; and instead of feeling like a flour-sack, it felt like a brick hitting his chest and carrying him straight to the wall. That baby’s mouth was so close to his face it could be seen with its huge black pearly eyes and its round, moony cheeks. Its mouth warbled open to reveal no teeth; it was going to suck him to death. He slapped the baby with the lighter, turning the flame back on. The utter horror he felt seeing the ball-headed harpy slobber over his chest had Dale smack the lighter into its skull and so hard he heard an unpleasant crack.  
 
    The baby’s head split open like an egg, literally: instead of brains,  it was yolk spilling out.  
 
    Harpy momma went ballistic.  
 
    Dale would have been cowering from that ungodly noise but the other harpy babies attacked, slobbering over his face. He used the dead baby like a bat to slap off the other harpies and some, confronted with their dead sibling, did indeed flutter into the cave corners, shrieking. He smacked the babies away, causing more yellow yolk to spill, and with all the feathers flying in the air, it was like a particularly grim slumber party.  
 
    There were so many feathers, that Dale’s view clouded and all he could see were the fluffy black things falling around.  
 
    He blinked, dead harpy baby in one hand and the lighter in the other.  
 
    ‘Where are you, big momma?’ he breathed.  
 
    And again, claws latched into his shoulders and his feet lifted off the ground. Its shriek was so loud that his ears burned. That was the least of his worries. He was going to freeze up again; he knew it. That pinch in his throat, his lungs wildly exhaling. Oh no, not today. Not this time. Dale smacked the harpy mother with its own dead baby which, instead of a slumber party pillow, made a few more harsh brick slaps before the momma’s chest cracked open. Its own dead child was now stuffed into its chest. A truly horrible sight. Dale stuck the lighter there.  
 
    That yellow yolk happened to be flammable.  
 
    He just about had time to say, “shit” before the harpy dropped him back down into the straw and the whole nest became alight. Yellow yolk blood and brains was spread out amongst the area and it quickly caught fire, easy as lighter fluid, and Dale hopped about as flames leapt for his feet and waist with the tenacity of the baby birds minutes ago.  
 
    ‘It’s time to flee the nest,’ he said to himself.  
 
    A few rocks arranged by the wall with each new one higher than the last formed a staircase for him to spring up, and he did right before the flames unspooled over the nest and cooked the harpy babies.  
 
    The mother had long since flown away, alight, this trail of smoke showing where Dale had to climb to exit. As he did so the poor screaming harpy babies melted like marshmallows below withering into black lumps; the stench about the nest was no longer that of feathers and shit, it was fried chicken.  
 
    ‘Bye, bye, birdies,’ he said upon discovering a large cavern that led out the place.  
 
    But, as he stumbled into the dark with his lighter, mercifully escaping the flames and the smoke, the dying baby screams had his flesh crawling. That’s how you know you’re still a human being, he thought. Nobody what happens to you. You’re still a human being.  
 
    A few stray flames dropped by the big momma harpy led like a trail of breadcrumbs through the dark. Dale followed but was careful to deviate; after all, he wasn’t looking for the mother, he was looking for Alice, and besides, he had the lighter. He didn’t need to look at the flames. A few independent turns, scraping along the walls, past the point where there was no smoke in the air, and no flame visible except his own, and Dale felt like he could finally breathe again.  
 
    ‘Thank the lord,’ he said.  
 
    But then his lighter flickered over the walls and saw what was on them.  
 
    And he jumped back.  
 
    His mouth warbled.  
 
    Ancient Greek mosaics perhaps even more ancient than the ancient Greeks up above. They showed monsters, Armageddon, death, insanity, and various other horrors that brought back that skin-crawling feeling. Not just that: they made him dizzy seeing the lurid sparkling colours which appeared to swirl and dance just like the Northern Lights. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t’ be happening. As he crept down the passageway, his lighter going over the mosaics, it appeared that what he was looking at was a moving painting, its people engaged in fierce torture and combat.  
 
    Across the sky flew majestic lightning bolts.  
 
    Right at the very end was a blue flame.  
 
    His hand lingering out caught heat across its fingers and he had to stumble back as if burnt. The flame on the wall, realistic, flickered.  
 
    The Collins Family blue flame.  
 
    Dale’s lighter clicked off and he slowly breathed in the dark, backing off into a much wider area where the air felt moist and dim. The blue flames flickered in his mind where they still felt as alive and as hot as they had felt painted, flickering, virtually alive then.  
 
    ‘By god,’ he said, ‘Alice and her mom are Olympians.’  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIX  
 
    He looked around to see himself surrounded by huge white mausoleums. They all looked like as grand and distinguished as the Parthenon with their columns and arches. They were huge brutal building, austere, their entrances foreboding. And as Dale walked down the avenue, he caught a chill just going past those entrances. Then, when he looked inside, he caught more than a chill.  
 
    He blinked and froze up before the blinding white lights. Just a little further inside those mausoleums, past the entrances, there were the most extraordinary lights. The dead. He knew that already. Dale didn’t need to look again to skip past; what he did need, however, to pick up the pace, was the ugly rising sound coming from within those tombs.  
 
    Moaning.  
 
    Mass moaning.  
 
    A hundred voices inside each building, gargled and tortured, all moaning at him.  
 
    His heart beat, of course, and there was the heavy breathing; it might have been just jealously they felt as he rushed through trying to navigate the quickest way out of the necropolis. A cave entrance caught his eye so he ducked through there into a place where the walls gleamed green.  
 
    This smoke rose waist-high.  
 
    Dale fought his way through it, over to a place where he couldn’t hear the moaning, anymore, and he was just about to sigh with relief when things cracked beneath his feet. He stumbled a bit further on, his feet kicking upwards through these, rocks? He hoped it was rocks but, as the objects crunched about his feet and their irregular sharp shapes poked his shoes, knew it couldn’t be.  
 
    And then the scent came to his nostrils.  
 
    An unpleasant reptile stench.  
 
    If he didn’t know any better, waving the smoke out of his face, and this time stopping and becoming very still; that was the smell of a snake.  
 
    But what he saw out the smoke was a gigantic clawed foot, sticking out beneath a belly.  
 
    This wasn’t the den of a snake.  
 
    And only by craning his neck, seeing more of the creature lying down, did he glimpse its head or rather, heads. Its many heads, all curled together, sleeping.  
 
    A dozen hydra heads, eyes closed, dribbling.  
 
    Dale swore under his breath.  
 
    Then, he regretted the sound; it practically echoed in his ears. The creature could rise at any moment. Its eyes already flickered.  
 
    A huge hydra scaled like a dragon with its heads all curled together and tail whipped up behind keeping its legs and backside warm. Its scales were black, tiled, reptilian like those of a huge snake, and its sleeping posture reminded Dale of a huge snake.  
 
    He saw an exit — beneath the hydra’s many heads. There, he would have to walk if he wanted to get out of this place alive. Of course, he could always tread back the way he had came but that would mean cracking over those rocks again. And, this time, he certainly knew they weren’t rocks. They were bones. He didn’t even need to clear the smoke with his lighter to see that.  
 
    So, he went over the bones and skulls as if walking on a tightrope at a Barnum & Bailey Circus; when he got back to his small-town, he might able to apply for a job there, if there was still a small-town. And if he was ever able to see a circus again after what happened at the carnival; that was when he had first run into the man-eating trees and when he had met Alice Collins.  
 
    Just a thought of that girl caused him to step down extra-hard on a large round bone, probably a skull, and crush it with his shoe. The pleasantly banal crunch was like one a schoolteacher might give an apple; you wouldn’t have guessed it was a big black human skull beneath his shoe, being reduced to dust. Alas Poor Yorick, I knew him Horatio and all that. Dale whimpered and shut his eyes thinking the hydra would wake up.  
 
    His eyes opened every so gently.  
 
    Right above, for he was that close, now, the hydra’s dozens of eyes opened ever so gently. Their stare connected just for a second and then, as his heart sped to a dangerous level, and he felt surely about to faint; the hydra’s eyes closed, its many mouths yawned, and the beast fell back into sleep with a shower of saliva falling below.  
 
    That was, falling on Dale.  
 
    Hydra-droll splatter down his hair and back, onto the bones and skulls, offered the perfect opportunity to dash through to the cave and that was what he did. Below the cave’s quaint little archway entrance he ducked and now there he was back in this small rocky area where, not even his height, he had to crouch to get around. There was no mist and no bones here, and while the reptile smell continued, no hydra. A few rocks darted about the place resembled huge playing dice with their block shapes. The ground came covered in this grainy black material he hoped was sand or soil; at the very least, not ash.  
 
    Dale quietly scuppered along the ground, breathing in and out, searching for the nearest exit. His extended arm still carried the light which in this small space projected a huge glow the way an archaeologist’s torch would in a pharaoh’s tomb.  
 
    This place — that he travelled through with heavy breath and his heart beating — was certainly someone’s tomb; and he didn’t intend to find out whose.  
 
    Gigantic blue cobwebs hung from the ceiling. Dale wondered how spiders managed to live down here.  
 
    What sounded like rats squeaked in the corners, and he wondered how rats managed to live down here.  
 
    The only explanation he concluded as he crept below that great high-wire network of thread was that spiders didn’t live in these webs.  
 
    The webs were sticky-blue, fluorescent blue, even, but they had the distinguished nature of smelling like wet dog fur. Odd.  
 
    He went past a series of huge coffin-shaped bundles large as human beings; and the only explanation Dale could think of was that they were human beings. When he realised this, he had that acidic garden taste again in his mouth and what felt like a juicy new leaf bubbled in his throat before, steady, he swallowed and it slipped back down. No, he couldn’t. Couldn’t throw up now. Not with the hydra down the hall.  
 
    And as the leaf wrenched back devastatingly into his stomach with its acidic fizz, he heard something that made the hydra a secondary concern.  
 
    Howl.  
 
    The single most loud, most monstrous howl Dale had ever heard. When it rang out, his hands shook and blanched deathly-white. What nausea he had been feeling due to the one acidic fizzing leaf, well it multiplied now, quite literally, and soon what felt like a dozen moist garden leaves crunched about his guts. They rustled off each other with raspy tenacity to such a degree that his mouth opening, he felt like he was going to be sick right then and there; had two things not happened to sober him up dead quick. 
 
    The howl came again vast and overpowering, and it echoed through the tunnels.  
 
    And then the second thing was Dale looked back and heard what must have been the loudest hiss he’d ever heard in his life. It sounded like a thousand bursting water mains, exploding. The hydra awakened. 
 
    Dale’s face quivered when he heard that, and when he imagined the hydra’s heads above him again, leaves bubbled up his throat with their choking toxic acid. A quick hand to his throat, and another one to his heart, was all he could do to make sure he didn’t throw up. If the dog howls had his skin go white, then the hydra noises had him shaking, both eyeballs rolling up in their sockets, paralytic with fear.  
 
    The only way he was able to snap out of it was for him to limp further down the hall, away from the hydra. Underneath more luminous blue webs. In this case, it was better he go for the Devil he didn’t know; for while Dale had always loved dogs, he had always been terrified of snakes.  
 
    That hydra’s hissing propelled him down the hall like he was on the run from the largest snake in his life.  
 
    But, as more blue webs appeared above, not just spiderwebs but brilliant diamond, star, and octagonal patterns, that him doubting this was any kind of regular dog whose realms he was walking into; it had him doubting it was any kind of spider, either.  
 
    Rather an unholy mix of the two, dog and spider, or to give it another name: Cerberus, dog of the Underworld.  
 
    But this stuff, looking above his head and down the hall, wasn’t like any story about Cerberus he had heard before. The hydra’s egregious hissing, louder and louder, was the only thing that prompted him to head on further down that corridor, for it was either facing the dog or facing the hydra. And he didn’t want to face the hydra.  
 
    But what he saw stifled against the wall had him hesitating to go down further, the only way left: coffin-shaped bundles large as human beings like the ones before only these weren’t ones didn’t live still, they shook, quivering. They hadn’t been wrapped up completely, either, in what material looked like white spider thread but, peering closer, had this subtle glue glint that said it was made of the same material as the webs. What Dale saw as he passed these bundles was that their mouths hadn’t been wrapped up, or their hands dangled loose, or they had long hair which had broken free of the wrappings.  
 
    His lighter dangled close quite literally to the mummies examining what was left. They might have been moving but they weren’t alive. He was able to tell that but how they didn’t breathe, didn’t have chests inhaling or exhaling, and if they moved, it was down to the big bulging balloons they had in their chests. Their bellies wobbled like jelly.  
 
    The ones who didn’t have big bellies but instead had gaping abysses, their guts caved in; they didn’t move. Inside their guts were these huge crevices stinking of blood and wet dog. Smelt like roadkill. Strange. Dale’s lighter rushed past these sections perhaps too fast and, the last one he came across, the chest heaved as if the person was still alive. He stopped. His lighter’s glow pierced the inner-cavities again and the smell was even worse than time. His brow furrowed. And his jaw, which had already been ajar, disgusted, dropped open that little bit further as his mouth went crispy and dry. 
 
     His lip protruded with its uttermost peak dripping.  
 
    The lighter 
 
    There was something about the heat which made even this ruined black mess of a belly, its insides strewn about like leftover Christmas pudding, just as active as the bellies that hadn’t burst. 
 
    The guts jangled and squeaked.  
 
    All this gunk about the crevice wasn’t just blood and guts, there was also blue thread strewn there and several bloodied black blobs. They were just stuck down there, glued to the viscera. While most of the black blobs looked dead, there was one that didn’t. 
 
    Dale extended the lighter.  
 
    A black blob wriggled.  
 
    Dale raised an eyebrow.  
 
    The black blob sprang.  
 
     He wrenched his arm out, jerked away, and his back smacked into the opposite wall. The pain made his jaw drop again; shock kept it there, drooling. A black blob ejected out the cavity, ricocheted down the corridor and like that it was gone.  
 
    He lowered his lighter.  
 
    But when he crawled further along the embalmed bodies, most of whom had their faces covered, he came across another bundle that shivered with rigour and this time it wasn’t down to its ballooned belly but rather, its head shook. Its mouth strained with this choked, excruciated noise as if the thread were stuffed down its throat like a sock and Dale, knowing what it felt like to have something caught in his throat — like the leaves right now, for instance — jumped up right away and ripped off the thread. God, it took a lot of work to get that thread off but he did it and revealed this gasping mouth.  
 
    When that thread came off, first thing the mouth did was scream. And scream so loud that Dale whipped back and dropped the lighter; he had to pick it up again, then turn it off and pocked it. Now, in the dark, he clasped a hand around the man’s mouth and shushed him while, slowly, he gently ripped the face’s thread off. Then, Dale took a chance and put his hand down. He shouldn’t have.  
 
    He turned the lighter back on to look at the poor uncovered survivor. A man with slicked back hair and what was unmistakably a bad tan yelled out into the cave. 
 
    ‘Oh god! Oh god! Are you serious? That’s the worst facial I’ve ever had in my life!’  
 
    Dale was too stunned to shush him again despite hearing the hydra’s hiss start up again and, way off, that faint dog howl. He couldn’t take his eyes off this man. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ he asked with the lighter wobbling; and it was like he might burn the guy’s face any second. ‘Why are you down here?’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking for reservations at Dorsia!’ the man blurted. ‘Dorsia! Have you seem the Patty Winters Show?’  
 
    ‘What? What?’  
 
    ‘The Patty Winters Show! The Patty Winter Show! Come on you must have heard of it! Everyone on Wall Street watches it!’ the guy saw he was mystified then looked around, shivered, and became frightened. ‘Look, I gotta get out of here. Scratch that, you gotta get out of here. You need to…’ 
 
    The man was about to say more but his eyes rolled up in incredible pain. Despite the pain Dale had been in the last few days, this was pain he thankfully could only guess at: the man’s mouth convulsed, leaking a waterfall of foam. His big belly then trembled.  
 
    Dale stepped back. His lighter clicked off. He swallowed and just as a fresh batch of leaves hit his own stomach, the man’s belly exploded. A dozen craggy black rocks flew out. Dale dived for cover, flat on his belly on the stone floor and down the lighter went, scattering down the hall.  
 
    Now he was all alone in the gloom without a light. He was close enough to the man at the very least to see what he didn’t want to. The expired man, his belly a recognisable gory mess, didn’t say anything else; a few final drips of foam came out his mouth as if to express the words no longer couldn’t.  
 
    RUN.  
 
    Any other time, blown away like that with his eyes flickering, Dale would have passed out. But he knew what would happen if he passed out here.  
 
    The noises either side made that obvious.  
 
    The hydra calling from down the hall.  
 
    Cerberus howling from… somewhere… 
 
    What really made Dale leap up, though — what catapulted him to his feet — was that around him were the black rocks that had exploded from the man’s stomach.  
 
    The rocks wobbled, unfurled, and became quivering black creatures with six pairs of blue eyes.  
 
    Dale blinked in disbelief and with his mouth open, a fresh leaf fell out. He would have thrown up more were he not so petrified.  
 
    The rocks straightened themselves out, and he saw they were not rocks but four black puppies with three heads.  
 
    Now with his mouth open, rasping, Dale wanted to scream but all that came out with that harsh rustling noise; deep within him, there were more leaves gathering. An entire spring’s worth of crisp fertile leaves.  
 
     Just when he thought about that, and how he really was sick, the dogs attacked. The first puppy lashed into his neck and took hold with a nasty one-inch bite. Dale’s neck, and by extension, his face, throbbed. Fiery anguish spread down his body. The pup’s teeth held onto his skin. One of his maniacal hands slapped at the pup. The other hand, you see, was too busy swatting away the other little dogs which were all yapping and biting and pouncing. He smacked some of the way with his back of his hand, kicked one and stomped another with his foot. The pup attached to his neck kept fixed. This was all the while he tried to fling off the pup at his neck with the other hand.  
 
    He clenched a handful of its fur and in his palm it felt all greasy, rubbery, and gross. Dale grabbed the scrawny pup and just with one yank knew the dog was taking pieces of his neck with it. It hadn’t occurred to him the puppy might rip his throat out until he tore the dog out, and mercifully it only hurt like hell; its teeth had only nipped. He threw the puppy into the stone wall where it made a sound lime a stick bath sponge.  
 
    Dale then chased after the fleeing three-headed puppies which flew down the cave corridor. They were so black and so fast, their little scurrying balls disappeared in no time and their lingering squeaks faded with the eerie melancholy of Christmas bells.  
 
    He felt the mark left behind on his neck. Tiny. Phew. A vampire mark, that was it. His hand massaged the offending spot which though bloody, stinging, didn’t feel deep. A vampire bite. That’s all it was.  
 
    Dale scooped up the lighter. He breathed in.  
 
    The lighter clicked on.  
 
    Down the line of mummified bundles, every bloated belly wobbled at a dangerous velocity. And if the host body was still alive, Dale was sure to know about it as they mumbled and murmured and did everything in their power to scream through that ugly dog-thread. Not that he could do anything. Judging by those bulging bellies, the damage was already done.  
 
    The only thing he could do was save himself.  
 
    The balloon bellies rumbled now with volcanic tempo, about to erupt. 
 
    He plunged past the dead Wall Street guy down further into the cave where there were no bundles but that wasn’t far enough. He looked back just in time.  
 
    The bellies exploded one by one with the aplomb of cannons going off at the end of the 1812 Overture. This music, though, was that of exploding dog-thread spurting out oily black, red and blue gore out to redecorate the cave. A sea of viscera soon washed over the floor, walls and dripped down from the ceiling in a shower of ugly, messy rain. All these colours mixing with each other had just created what looked like black paint.  
 
    The splatter missed Dale by inches. The bulk of it, anyway. Little flecks caught his black shirt sleeves and trouser-legs; luckily, he had the dress sense of an undertaker otherwise those black stains would’ve stood out. Muddy swathes of gore swamped where he had been walking moments before.  
 
    Out each of ruined bellies sprawled an entire butcher shop’s worth of guts and intestines.  
 
    Around the muck were dozens of little black “rocks”. The Cerberus babies wriggled, wheezed, coughed. Electric-blue eyes opened. Alive.  
 
    Hungry.  
 
    An orgy of squeaking chased Dale down the hallway. The little black things weren’t so little when they were nearly fifty in number, barely alive, covered in viscera, and each with their three heads  crying out for food. He had been present at the worst possible moment.  
 
    But then again he was a tall human boy, and they were little black dipshit puppies.  
 
    He could do way more damage.  
 
    Cerberus babies seeped down the hallway. This fuzzy infernal yapping swarm. They might as well have been rats.  
 
    Dale raised his foot.  
 
    Soon as one came into range, he stomped. He jumped up and down, stomping. Blue goo flew up. Dale kicked. Kicked. Kicked. He kicked and kicked. Blue goo splattered his trouser-legs. Hungry squeaks became frightened squeaks, but something more extraordinary was happening; most of the little squeaking Cerberus babies streamed right past him, further down the cavern passage. Although a fee stragglers leapt up like toothy three-headed popcorn, biting into his arms and legs, he was able to wrench them off one at a time with gritted teeth and then torch the little turds with his lighter.  
 
    He sheltered against the wall, breathing. Where he had taken refuge was next to one last unmoving bundle, dead, quite dead with a broken neck, but its stomach yet to be exploded. His arm went around it as he exhaled.  
 
    ‘I want my mommie,’ he remarked.  
 
    Looking down the cave in the opposite direction, he saw what the babies had been running from.  
 
    Hydra heads flying down the cave, shrieking.  
 
    Then, he really wanted his mommie.  
 
    The closest head struck out for him with its huge cobra fangs and murky yellow eyes. Dale thought quick and steered the bundle out, away from the wall, to shield himself. The hydra head’s teeth gaped about the bundle like it was a hard, tough candy bar. But then its other heads flung at Dale. He wielded the bundle like a shield and swung the lighter like a sword and resembled a medieval knight. The heads whipped about, lashing; and soon there were more than three heads. There were seven. All with yellow eyes and their long serpentine tongues lolling.  
 
    Dale grabbed one of their tongues, set fire to it, and then watched the burning slippery thing whip back into the hydra’a mouth. Steam seeped through its fangs. That hydra head went red, stuttering as it boiled. Its skin melted off.  
 
    Dale grabbed another hydra tongue and, the thing was so long, he was able to tie it around the neck of a nearby head. When another, unrelated, head bit down and severed the tongue, that caused a minor dispute with several hydra heads pecking at each other.  
 
    Another head volleyed out for Dale and, sticking up his shield, the hydra bit down into the mummified bundle.  
 
    The balloon belly exploded. 
 
    Dale was propelled backwards down the cave corridor as if he were moving on very fast roller-skates. Just thank god the belly had exploded out in the hydra’s direction, its gunpowder force and goo splattering exactly the opposite end of where Dale fast-skidded.  
 
    That, of course, didn’t stop the recovering hydra from crawling right back up to him fast as a gecko lizard. The hydra had been grotesquely altered by the blast, so much that at Dale had to avert his eyes. Several hydra heads had been blown straight off their necks. New ones naturally sprang up from the ruined stumps. Dale vaulted about and ran the cave corridor towards an exit into what looked like a wide cavern; he could lose the hydra in there. He had run so far that now his feet stomped and crushed the Cerberus babies again as he caught up with them.  
 
    The doorway was so close.  
 
    The hydra’s hissing in his ears meant he wouldn’t make the doorway.  
 
    And then he felt it: the shadow hovering over. That of a hydra head about to pounce. Quickly, he spun about and slashed the hydra’s face with his lighter. The flame went right into one of the creature’s huge yellow eyeballs; it popped right out like a huge olive. Dale inched to avoid it. The hydra, stunned, swung its other heads forwards. Dale had now reached the cave exit, which overlooked a twenty foot drop into a wide valley, so he clambered to the side and took cover.  
 
    The hydra rushed right past.  
 
    Dale watched the monster fall.  
 
    The resulting bang cast a dust mushroom cloud into the air and an earthquake had the surrounding underworld mountains wobble. Its noise was downright prehistoric; the stuff that scrunched up eardrums. Its earthquake cataclysmic. Dale himself, sitting, hands around his knees, was nearly shaken down into the valley. He just about clung on through clawing at the sharp, serrated rock with all his strength. His lighter remained jammed between his middle and ring fingers. But that was the least of his concerns right now; there was a hell of a plunge below.  
 
     He was left splayed out, dangling near the peak; winged gargoyles circled overhead like vultures.  
 
    They might have been waiting for him to die.  
 
    They might have been waiting for something else.  
 
    The huge, fat hydra lying down in the valley with its heads collapsed against the dark grey sand, now that was a feast. A few flying gargoyles tried to nip at its huge bouquet of heads but, suddenly, up leapt those heads to snap the gargoyles and leave their remains crumbling over the desert dunes.  
 
    As Dale saw all this, it gave him some incentive to scramble back up, lighter be damned, and he did so at the expense of the little black device which fell down into the desert and left him defenceless. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ was his honest reaction. 
 
     He brushed the muck and dust off him as he edged backwards, muttering, but the spectacle was about to unfold below.  
 
    The hydra wrestled itself back to its clawed feet, its head swirling. But it was no longer the only monster in the valley — that wasn’t counting the little dog babies littered over the sand, yapping for their mummy. They were about to have their wishes answered.  
 
    A few approaching thuds came from the opposite direction.  
 
    Dale stared down into the valley and then he had to take another step back, into the cave, for he didn’t want to be too close to Cerberus, Guard-dog of the Underworld.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    A huge black dog with three heads had entered the valley to square off against the hydra. Even from all the way up here, Dale glimpsed its pearly blue eyes a million times brighter than its kids; they were so bright, those eyes blinded. And to think, if he was down there, they would’ve been the last things he saw before being eaten.  
 
    He took another step back into the cave and, babies still running about, he had to stomp them with his feet and shush the others, lest he wanted Cerberus jumping up here. To his shock, the tiny dogs obeyed and scurried off. They, too, were scared.  
 
    Dale turned back to see Cerberus grabbing the hydra’s heads by their necks; the way a determined hand might grab a bouquet of flowers by their stems. The two monsters flung themselves backwards into the mountain.  
 
    The one Dale happened to be in.  
 
    He staggered back as dust and debris fell around; with the cave exit blinking like an iris, there was a genuine fear he might be buried alive. So, he dived forwards. He flung himself through the cave-passage, nearly falling off the mountain, and had to hold him back.  
 
    Cerberus and the hydra rolled around each other, biting and gnashing at each other’s flesh.  
 
    A few hydra heads sank their teeth into the dog’s tail.  
 
    Cerberus yowled.  
 
    The hydra, having gained the upper-hand, flung Cerberus around and every time it did so, the mountains shook.  
 
    Dale clung onto the side-wall now, far as he could go, holding on for dear life. He edged around the mountain-side, away from the fighting monsters, with an aim to getting down into the valley. Any time he wanted to break away from the wall, there came another resounding quake and so he kept against it forced to watch the battle down below.  
 
    The hydra had Cerberus by the tail, still, and no matter how Cerberus tried to claw about and grab the hydra, this was impossible. A bunch of hydra heads had the tail whereas the others snapped at Cerberus when they tried to get around and prise the heads off.  
 
    It seemed like the three-headed dog might be done for but then the hydra shook and writhed. The creature was covered in little black spots; and Dale, peering down, saw they were the snapping Cerberus puppies.  
 
    Distracted, the hydra released its opponent’s tail, and that allowed Cerberus to finally loop around, throw one of its huge arms around the hydra’s necks and get the big horrible lizard in a headlock.  
 
    While the two monsters fought, Dale slinked his way along the gorge looking for a way to slip down into the desert. A series of descending rock slopes allowed him to scramble down and eventually hit the grey sand. He didn’t want to be hanging around when the fight finished and be eaten by whoever won.  
 
    Right now, that appeared to be the hydra, who had broken free of Cerberus’s grasp and was using its many heads as a whip, lashing the dog’s backside.  
 
    Dale hurried over the sand far as he could in the other direction. It was no use getting the lighter. Besides, he could see pretty well down here, anyway. And then he thought about why that was; sure, the hydra’s many yellow eyes and Cerberus’s handful of blue ones lit up their area, but where Dale was, a blue glow over the dunes cast everything visible.  
 
    A blue glow far in the horizon powerful as the sunrise.  
 
    That was the sign of a blue inferno.  
 
    This was where he would find Alice Collins.  
 
    He sprinted towards the blue glow, its heat first cooling then blistering his face. The light and heat got so harsh he had to turn away after running for two minutes over nothing but dark- grey sand desert. The mountains were now few and far in between, and the fighting monsters had grown to distant echoes. But, Dale wasn’t going to take any chances. The sand crawled with yapping three-headed babies. And while Dale kicked them up, away, like they were footballs and he was the quarterback, he was careful not to kill these things; after all, their parent was just a shouting distance away.  
 
    If he looked closely, squinting at the horizon, Cerberus’s rearing heads and the hydra’s hissings ones could be seen.  
 
    That just made him run faster through the desert, sweat pouring down his forehead, drenching his clothes, until he came to a tall black rocky wall. 
 
    A wall that was not quite tall or large enough to conceal the huge blue glow behind.  
 
    A blue sunrise.  
 
    Its heat felt like the sunrise.  
 
    The wall that Dale found himself running alongside now was not quite a wall but rather this large network of caves; he just needed to find an entrance. The first passage he saw, he ran inside. Past flickering oil lamps. Past more blue webs. Through other ghosts. Greek ghosts in their togas, who with ripped clothes and covered in veil-like, transparent leaves, seemed to be victims of the monster trees up above; trees like him. Each ghost he ran through, he came more freezing, cold and upset, and staggering about the sand, he felt lost in wild winds and at wit’s end, the pit of despair, caught up in the dark, in the caves, in the Greek Underworld. This felt like a place where someone was cursed forever, lost for all eternity. And as Dale wandered about, struggling to find a light, it occurred to him that if he were to transform once more into that monster, it might be best if he was trapped down here and lost forever, preying on whoever dared into these tunnels.  
 
    He fell to his knees and felt so sick that more leaves dribbled out his mouth and his fingers became thin and spindly like twigs. Long sharp twigs. When he saw this, and felt it — and believe me, he FELT it, — his leaf-dripping lips wobbled open once again, and out came a fresh spring tumble of moist leaves. Out across the sand with slimy, wet droplets of sap and dew.  
 
    His legs kicked away from the mess.  
 
    A mess that gleamed in the dark even as he jumped up and hurtled away from it fast as he could. That burst of energetic, longing to get away. His hands groped at the rocky walls. His eyes blinked in the dark.  
 
    And then he saw it again.  
 
    Blue light. Blue fire.  
 
    The inferno.  
 
    Light gushing from around the corner, so sharp, bright and watery, oceanic blue it was like the Atlantic had spilled out into his cave; it was like he was underwater. When he combed through the rest of the cave, his hands free of the walls, ghosts flitted about as if they were floating underwater, and even if these ghosts had the same ripped, clawed Greek togas, which made him flinch, Dale felt a lot better knowing the blue fire was close.  
 
    He kept calm and followed the light.  
 
    Another turn around the corridor, and he found himself at journey’s end. This long stretch of cave leading out into this open area bathed in blue light. That was where Alice would be. He just knew it.  
 
    The blue light was so intense that any semblance of what this area would be remained hidden, although Dale got shivers when he kicked aside empty helmets and ripped-off armour plates, elbows pads, and even stomped into what looked like tunics. Though it was so warm and hot you would’ve thought so, the light wasn’t even the only blue glow. Along the wall blue webbing came spread like netting; so much that Dale was careful not to rest or draw too close.  
 
    Down in the sand, too, little Cerberus puppies scurried about and snapped at his feet.  
 
    And if he listened closely, Cerberus’s howls could be heard from back in the desert.  
 
    A lot closer than they had been before.  
 
    Dale’s ears rang those howls were so close.  
 
    But if he listened, even more closely and intensely, scrunching his eyes as he tried with all his might to listen; he also heard the sound of rushing water.  
 
    That had him running towards the edge of the cave.  
 
    Out by the banks of the River Styx. Its rushing grey banks which could have been water, could have been embalming fluid; it smelt that horrible.  
 
    But before anything else, Dale had to put a hand up to cover his eyes and prevent himself from being blinded. Blue light seared from across the water.  
 
    Burning, blister blue light.  
 
    Blue sparks clustered the air where it was not swamped with smoke. And there was the heat. Infernal! Hell could not be this hot. The blue glow hit him with such force in the face, that at first Dale thought he was on fire; it was that bright and hot.  
 
    It took all the will in the world to raise his face up and stare across to what lay the other side of the Styx. 
 
    A burning palace awaited there, its arches and roofs ablaze with such glaring blue flames, that Dale was surprised it hadn’t fallen into ashes. The bickering and snapping flames hurtled about, noisy, deafening, so much that Dale felt as if it in the middle of a great crowd, his ears full of white noise. The burning blue palace across the water. Flame encircling its columns. Its upstairs curtains reduced to wispy black strings.  
 
    This palace looked like it had been hit by a burning blue comet, and was now in the full blown grip of an inferno.  
 
    Dale rubbed his eyes and saw something incredible.  
 
    There were people there across the water, sitting on the steps, just clear of the flames engulfing that huge building. Two girls sitting on those steps, one of whom was dead, maybe, face-down with her hair spread. The other girl, who had red hair, and wore armour, sat on the steps with a heavy belly. He squinted through the smoke. Dale looked at the incapacitated girl’s side. An unmistakable, if burned and tarred French beret.  
 
    That was Dale’s eureka moment.  
 
    ‘ALICE!’ he yelled. ‘ALICE, I’M COMING FOR YOU! I’M HERE! YOUR MOTHER’S HERE! NOW WE CAN GO HOME!’  
 
    He sloshed into the water without a second thought as to what it might contain and soon was wading through the grey Styx shallows. When the water flew up and hit him in the face and eyes, it didn’t smell like water; instead, it smelt embalming fluid. Nevertheless, his eyes blinked furiously. He slapped and splashed at the water.  
 
    ‘ALICE! ALICE, I’M HERE!’  
 
    There were things moving beneath the surface. Rocks knocked and banged against his legs. Knowing the underworld, as well as he did now, Dale knew it wouldn’t be rocks. So, when his hand tore through the water again, and some of the grey stuff fell away to reveal a skull, he wasn’t too surprised. His wide eyes met the skull’s wide empty sockets. A disgusted flinch, a shove-of-the-arm, and the skull was flung back into the water.  
 
    Other skulls and bones floated up around him, but Dale was more interested in himself; that was twice as ghoulish.  
 
    What surprised him more was that his fingers were just as long and spindly. And that was one of the nice things he noticed; they were long but still pale, human, even, not the twigs they had been before. He would have made a fine piano player.  
 
     Far more concerning was that dozens of sicked-up leaves stuck to his jacket and trousers, glued there seemingly with yellow sap, and didn’t budge. no matter how much water he waded through. They stank, too, of sick and sap, and that was a smell even larger and more furious than anything rising up from the Styx.  
 
    Now that he was close to the palace, and its two survivors, Alice remained incapacitated but Dale saw the red-headed girl scream.  
 
    ‘WHO ARE YOU? YOU OVER THERE! DON’T COME ANY CLOSER! WHO ARE YOU? DON’T COME ANY CLOSER! 
 
    ‘I WANT TO HELP YOU!’ he cried ‘NO! NO! I WANT TO HELP YOU! I’M HERE TO SAVE YOU!’  
 
    The girl lifted herself up and given the size of her belly, this was done with studious precision. Any threat from this girl instantly vanished. Don’t come any closer? Oh, really, what are you going to do? When Dale saw that belly he had a moment of what, is she pregnant, no, no, it couldn’t be, but there were so many things happening at once, that thought was soon rinsed from his mind.  
 
    The girl screamed.  
 
    ‘WHO ARE YOU?’  
 
    He wasted no time in calling back again, over the roar of the flames and the thrashing water which made more noise the faster he sought to cut his way through it.  
 
    ‘I’M HERE TO RESCUE YOU! I’M HERE TO TAKE YOU HOME!’  
 
    He staggered ashore and the fire felt close; it was like he was diving into its flames mounting the steps. The pregnant girl, though startled, was so exhausted from standing she had to sit back down even though he, this stranger, was on the other side of the water, inches away from them.  
 
    She still managed to scream.  
 
    ‘WHO ARE YOU? WHO ARE YOU?’  
 
    Dale roared at the top of his lungs again.  
 
    ‘I’M HERE TO RESCUE YOU!’  
 
    With that he lifted up Alice and made back for the Styx whether the other girl wanted to follow or not. Only when he sloshed back into the grey water did he realize her beret was back on the steps. Luckily, the other girl had decided to follow and she had brought the beret along holding it scrunched up in her arms.  
 
    For someone pregnant, she was adept and nimble and sauntered along the mud and into the water just as fast as Dale. The splash that came from her entering the Styx was not the only splash; there were skulls rising in the stream all around, and they did not seem to be the skulls of the dead, anymore. Their rotten yellow teeth gritted. Their huge hollow eyes sockets were not so hollow.  
 
    A circle of skeletons rose from the depths, surrounding, and the way their rotten teeth chattered, their heads sliding at one another, it was like they were all in a conspiracy with one another.  
 
    And when their bony arms reached for Dale, and for Alice and the other girl, he realized that exiting the Underworld would be just as easy as it had been to enter.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT  
 
    Just when Dale looked about the skeletons, halfway through the Styx, and thought things could not get any worse, came a dreaded noise.  
 
    The mountains erupted with howling.  
 
    Back the direction he had came, past the tunnels, and far out in the desert, came those frenzied dogs howls. They were recognisable as church bells, and they had Dale, who held the still-unconscious Alice, and the pregnant girl petrifying in the water.  
 
    Howls. Howls.  
 
    Howls that did not sound like one dog howling, but rearing up against their horizon, their jaws chorusing together, three dogs.  
 
    One gigantic three-headed dog.  
 
    That was when Dale knew they had to get out of the Underworld, fast. What he had thought would be a slow and lumbering pilgrimage from the burning palace back through the caves, suddenly pounced into his mind as what it would really be: a violent scramble from this Place of Death back to the Realm of Life, and they would have to scratch and snatch and claw to get there as if they were being buried alive in the dirt, and the sunlight fast disappearing.  
 
    Right now, there was no sunlight anywhere.  
 
    Only blue fire. 
 
    And at least Dale, Alice in his arms, and the other, pregnant girl who were wading through the water, could count on the landscape being well-lit.  
 
    That meant they saw every skeleton in the water, their sockets full of white glaring light.  
 
    And it meant they saw even more skeletons rising from the depths of the Styx.  
 
    ‘Out of the frying pan, and into the fire, huh?’ the pregnant girl asked Dale.  
 
    She meant to be funny but her throat gulped down a pocketful of saliva. Droplets of sweat slung down her face.  
 
    ‘Something like that, yeah,’ he said before feeling the need to add, ‘That was Cerberus’s roar.’  
 
    ‘I know that,’ the girl sniffed. ‘I’ve been down here for months.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’  
 
    ‘Don’t worry.’  
 
    While they were here in the water — its grey depths washing against them — it felt so odd they were having a conversation with the skeletons edging closer, and that gigantic monster just over the mountains.  
 
    ‘We need to get out of the Underworld, fast,’ Dale said.  
 
    The girl had a frustrated flap further into the river, unwieldy, her arms smacking the river’s surface as if they were wings and not frightened, nervous hands.  
 
    ‘That’s what I’m trying to do!’ she protested.  
 
    Dale had a blare of anger against the back of his neck that he tried to cool as he held Alice; he had travelled across the Underworld to rescue these two. Now, the skeletons growing ever closer, he was about to die with them whining away in the background.  
 
    The rage gave him strength to punch a skeleton’s skull right off its shoulders. ‘LET’S GET ON WITH IT THEN!’  
 
    The skull rocketed off to hit another skeleton, and then another, and so three skeletons sloshed back down into the water.  
 
    ‘YEAH!’ the girl cried. 
 
    She ripped off a bony arm that had been reaching for her face and, whipping it about, used the limb as a bat to thump three other skeletons.  
 
    Dale looked on, impressed. His arms were full with Alice but that this girl could handle herself, even if she were pregnant, reassured him they might not be completely screwed.  
 
    Their path now clear, they both waded through the water and back onto shore with bones and skulls rushing beside them on the sand like dungeon ball-and-chains. Dale still held Alice, whose faces was awash with grey water, and only her dangling hand, twitching, told him she was alive. The pregnant girl kept the bony arm, that she had used so deftly as a bat, and pointed its shrivelled, decayed finger at the caves. The ones Dale had staggered from not so long ago.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to go through there,’ she said. ‘Quick, hurry!’  
 
    ‘Yes, that’s what I’m trying to do!’ he insisted.  
 
    As soon as he said this, he realized. That not-quite-deliberate echo of her words back in the Styx had the girl grinning at him as she ventured into the caves. Dale struggled after. When holding Alice in his arms, he was slower than a pregnant girl and, as he sped through the cavern passages, into what felt like pitch-black dark, he struggled to keep up and started to get scared.  
 
    He started to scream.  
 
    ‘WHERE ARE YOU? WHERE ARE YOU? DON’T LEAVE ME?’  
 
    Only the dog webbings sprawled out over the walls counted for light, and the sticky blue goop that stuck their nets was not the kind of light he wanted to see. He now moved slower than ever, Alice pressed to his chest, her head slung over his shoulder; and it occurred to Dale, that if he had a daughter, she would be held this way. The way he was going, getting lost in the Underworld, he might never have a daughter.  
 
    That last thought, and the temperature it raised in him, came at exactly the worst time; for the pregnant girl pounced from around the corner with the severed limb, and if Dale didn’t have his hands full, if he had a weapon, he might’ve socked her one.  
 
    That holding Alice stopped him from accidentally lashing out was both a blessing and a curse.  
 
    The pregnant girl extended her bony limb and used its finger to scratch his chin. He recoiled but then steeled himself, careful not to show weakness.  
 
    ‘Relax, okay?’ she said. ‘Like I said, I’ve been here months. You’re safe with me. You can trust me, okay? This is my turf.’  
 
    Dale spluttered, and was so repulsed by what she had just said, that Alice in his arms shuddered. He looked the pregnant girl up and down. Her turf.  
 
    ‘That’s not trustworthy at all. This the Greek Underworld. Your turf? That’s the sort of thing a dead person would say.’  He paused then inched closer, whispering, ‘are you alive or dead?’  
 
    ‘I’m alive, trust me,’ she said again but then her eyes trembled downwards; it caused her pain to the point of tears looking down. ‘But I might not be for much longer.’  
 
    His own eyes traced hers down to the belly. A big round balloon belly. Dale’s mouth creaked open as he contemplated the obvious. This girl wasn’t pregnant. At least not with a human baby. Reality crashed down upon Dale’s shoulders with the weight of the universe. The horrors he had seen in the caves would soon be happening again, this time to a living girl, a teenager, no, child, and he would be powerless.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ he offered without looking at her. 
 
    ‘Don’t be sorry,’ she said. ‘I have time.’  
 
    There Dale had been, his head bowed, all mournful, but when she said this, that snapped him out of any seriousness. Now, if anything, he was confused and had to stoop his head lower to hers, careful not to hit the silly skeleton limb. That would have prevented him from being too serious anyway but what she said took the breath put his lungs and made his voice rasp. 
 
    ‘How?’  
 
    The girl’s hand reached down to the armour hinging just above that belly which, obviously, she did not want to protect. Dale averted his eyes out of modesty so he didn’t look again until she literally waved a soft black tissue in his face.  
 
    He focused. 
 
    Squinted.  
 
    Much as he could in the dark cave.  
 
    She held it beneath the blue webbing so its texture, its sides, were captured accurately in the dark.  
 
    ‘Do you see?’  
 
    ‘What is that?’  
 
    A dozen of so crushed petals, attached to one very sad flower, now appeared clear before his eyes.  
 
    ‘It’s called a Narcissus,’ she said. ‘It can stop time.’  
 
    Dale’s mouth fell open again.  
 
    ‘You’re joking.’ 
 
    The girl’s face, all moony still in the blue light, said otherwise. 
 
    ‘How?’ Dale asked. 
 
    ‘A Cerberus pregnancy normally lasts six hours,’ she explained. ‘By having this flower on me at all times, I’ve managed to lengthen it to twenty-four hours. For as long as the petals last on this flower, the pregnancy’s suspended.’  
 
    Dale’s eyes misted as he realised.  
 
    ‘You’re still gonna give birth,’ he said. ‘You’re still gonna die.’  
 
    The girl’s lip quivered as if she knew this, had considered it many times, and had accepted it, but it still hurt to get the reminder; there was still a stab of pain because she, an adolescent, couldn’t have been more than fifteen years old. She wasn’t supposed to die yet. Dale had that lip-twitch imprinted like an inky fingerprint in his brain, and so it surprised him when she broke his concentration by talking.  
 
    ‘So we better get a move on then,’ she decided with an uncertain first step forward, swinging further into the dark cave. ‘We’ve only got a dozen of so petals left. When they go, I go. And so good luck getting out of the Underworld on your own.’  
 
    Dale coldly considered that, really, he didn’t need the girl’s help getting back to the train. That was the only way he was getting out of the Underworld. After all, she didn’t even know there was a train. She couldn’t help him.  
 
    But as Dale watched her go, he thought he could help her.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    He hurtled about the cave corner with Alice, after the pregnant girl who had once again stuffed the Narcissus flower back into the armoured breastplate, tucking it by her shoulder. There was no blue dog netting in this wider, more spacious part of the caves but instead luminous white ghosts flitted about with the grace and beauty of Chinese magic lanterns.  
 
    Only when Dale staggered in their path, and the ghosts splashed right through him, was he left with the watery, melancholy chill that had been experienced before, shortly upon exiting the train. That sucking cold feeling that had him dripping from head to foot as if splashed with a puddle, cast out in the storm. And as many ghosts circled around, it did indeed feel like a storm. So many ghosts floated about, dressed in togas or in armour, their clothes ripped and shredded, covered with leaves. It wasn’t hard with those claw-marks, bite-marks, and of course, the numerous leaves and twigs covering their bodies, to figure out who had killed them. They hurtled at Dale as if they were great gusts of wind, and soon he found himself as cold and soaking as if it were a winter’s day. It didn’t take him long after seeing they were all victims of trees to conclude why these ghosts were coming after him.  
 
    Their angry moaning faces — twisted in incomprehensible tragedy as if they longed to yell, “how could you do this? How could you do this to me?” — haunted Dale in more ways than one. He had staggered halfway up to Juliet when, suddenly, tears clogged his eyes and he could go no further. He had to stop, adjust, and contort a hand around to wipe his face. 
 
    The girl noticed and came over to him with a quizzical expression, though she must’ve seen he was cold and shivering.  
 
    Even Alice, who otherwise hadn’t stirred, now twitched her hands and muttered as if the throes of a nightmare.  
 
    ‘What happened to her? Will she be okay?’  
 
    ‘She cast too much fire, bless her,’ the girl said.  
 
    She sounded sarcastic, angry even.  
 
    ‘I didn’t know that was possible,’ Dale breathed.  
 
    ‘Neither did I,’ the girl said and then, looking off, nearby ghosts cast these white streaks across her face that made her hair look all white, dusty, and her face this unflattering powdery look with her cheeks puffed. ‘Oh, you should have seen her. She burned them. She burned them all.’  
 
    ‘Who? Who did she burn?’  
 
    ‘Why, the Greek gods of course,’ the girl said, ‘now there’s none left.’  
 
    ‘Zeus? Hera? Pluto?’  
 
    ‘There’s no left,’ the girl repeated before twirling her arms and doing this ugly balletic spin about the Underworld cave; ‘all dead! All dead! All dead!’  
 
    Up to this point he had considered the girl in his arms as if she were a rag doll but now, looking at her,  
 
    Dale snatched the girl’s hand and reeled her back.  
 
    And that took some going considering Alice in his arms. 
 
    ‘What happened? What have you two been through?’ he demanded. ‘You’ve got to tell me… why did she kill the Greek gods? Are there really none left?’  
 
    ‘They all died.’  
 
    ‘Why? Why did she kill them?’  
 
    ‘They all wanted the blue fire,’ she said, ‘but of course only Alice and her mother could use the blue fire. You should have seen them. They melted. Zeus, Artemis. Athena, and all. They all melted.’  
 
    Dale had to place a cold wet hand on his forehead to comprehend this and, again, with Alice in his arms, this took some comprehension.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    He let go of the girl’s hand just as she was getting really interesting, and off she went among the ghosts further into the caves. Dale waddled after her with Alice in his arms, but Cerberus’s howls stopped him dead in his tracks. Petrified, his greasy black hair flung down by his eyes and it was only his fringe that moved, its crest blown slightly by the ghosts’ backdraft.  
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ the girl called back to him, loud and clear even in the wide cave; and, most shockingly of all, she sounded confident. ‘We don’t need to worry about Cerberus.’  
 
    Dale blinked.  
 
    He dropped Alice. The soft thud of her hitting the ground, pillow-light, innocent, even, had him reacting as if electrocuted. 
 
    Petrified, Dale could only writhe his hands.  
 
    Alice hit the sand with a thud, drool white as milk seeping from her mouth, and one of her eyes twitched, openly slightly. Between its eyelids there was a pale white gel. That was just eye fluid. Just eye fluid. Her mouth, though, gargled.  
 
    Dale picked her up, shushing.  
 
    He shushed her like he was her father and she this little girl. Even though they were about the same age. He just felt all this sympathy and concern for Alice that went beyond pathos, right to the point of compassion.  
 
    ‘It’s okay, Alice,’ he whispered.  
 
    She stopped gargling.  
 
    Just like that. 
 
    For one scary second he thought she had died and had to grab one of her small scrawny palms, which, of course, being the girl who could conjure fire, were baking hot. Dale felt a pulse and breathed out.  
 
    He then hurtled over to the other girl before she disappeared forever into the dark. A constant worry in this magnificent labyrinth of the Greek Underworld which, in all probability, may have contained the actual labyrinth. 
 
    His feet skidded over the sand. 
 
    Ghosts flew left and right as he babbled.  
 
    ‘What was that you said about Cerberus? Why don’t we have to worry?’  
 
    The girl glanced over her shoulder, looking astute.  
 
    ‘I told you, he’s not a threat,’ she said. ‘I know him.’  
 
    ‘He impregnated you!’  
 
    ‘He’s not a threat, now,’ she said with a sad, bitter sniff, ‘not to people he knows are friends of Alice.’  
 
    ‘Just who are you?’  
 
    ‘I’m Juliet,’ she sighed, ‘Alice’s best friend.’  
 
    That didn’t sound like a privileged position to Dale, although he recalled Alice talking about her friend down in the Greek Underworld and figured he had finally met the genuine article.  
 
    ‘I’m Dale,’ he stuttered, adding awkwardly, ‘pleased to meet you.’  
 
    ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said back and not without sarcasm. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you must have some stories,’ Dale promoted as they came to a thin cavern passageway, one that marked an end to the wide sandy cave area. 
 
    ‘Oh, you have no idea.’  
 
    As they wound through the cavern corridors, she told him everything that happened leading up to her being in the dog-web netting, impregnated. She told him with tears in her eyes of Alice’s betrayal. Dale, though, holding Alice in his arms the entire time, told Juliet of how Alice had been at the freak show, desperate to rescue her friend, and how they had travelled across the universe of books looking for Orpheus to lead them down into the Underworld. He told Juliet everything.  
 
    When she realized what Alice had sacrificed, Juliet’s eyes lit up as the ghosts whirled past and Dale saw the emotions change in her face.  
 
    ‘It’s true,’ he told her. 
 
    That didn’t stop the tears. 
 
    ‘Huh,’ she said. ‘So I guess Alice really cared, after all.’  
 
    Dale wished he could reach out and comfort her, but a glance down at his hands made out his fingers to be sharper and crueller than ever. Twigs, practically. He himself wanted to cry. 
 
    They kept walking through the caves, their route lit only by the ghosts.  
 
    ‘So what happened then?’ he asked. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    JULIET 
 
    Why do you think happened? I had been left in the cave, tied to the wall, surrounded by corpses, nipping Cerberus babies, and impregnated with more of the little shits. My hands, slung out in front of me, could only type furiously at my phone, writing down my experiences up to that point. And how do you think I remembered it all so well? Well, I had lots of time netted up in the dark with those horrible little turds to remember it all down to the last freaking detail. I lived it through all over again.  
 
    I’m sure you think this is the point in the story when Alice found me and we all lived happily ever after. You don’t. I suppose we wouldn’t be here in the Greek Underworld.  
 
    When I was hung up in that netting, listening to the life inside me squirm and grow, and watching my belly enlarge, I thought this was it. Insanity. Around me were the delirious squeaking Cerberus babies, their three heads with those grotesque blue eyes peering right at me.  
 
    I went a little insane, laughing to myself, foaming at the mouth. I barked back at the Cerberus babies and they all went scuttling off. That’s what I did when any any of them came too close.  
 
    When other voices reached my ears, I thought they were hallucinations. Not until armoured men covered in scratches, burns and other bloody wounds crowded into the cave did I realize. 
 
    The Greek soldiers that had been sent down to find me, and who had rescued me from Pluto, had found me again, and this time I was completely batshit cuckoo. 
 
    ‘Ye gods, she’s gone gaga,’ said one of the soldiers. ‘She’s going to hinder our journey back. Look at her, too, she’s stuffed with those creatures.’  
 
    For a moment I thought they would really do it: leave me here, impregnated, in the dark, with only the jittery, creepie-crawlie eyes of the Cerberus babies for light, and they were still scuttling around here in the rocks and peaks.  
 
    ‘No,’ decided the captain. ‘She was the entire purpose of the trip. We have to take her back. What’s left of her.’  
 
    And so I was freed from my bounds and landed on the cool cave floor. A cave floor warm as a milk. That, and the soft landing of my big belly, told me the troubles were far from over.  
 
    When they guided me through the caves, I had forgotten how noisy the Greek Underworld could be, with unseen spectres and phantoms bellowing from about the corners. The ghosts frightened the life inside me, which squirmed any time a cold wet hand ran its fingers through my hair or a flat, webby translucent palm touched my shoulder and left only a damp, moist print.  
 
    Then, I found myself on a sailboat going back down the Styx, a Greek soldier assuring me, “don’t worry, you’re safe now”; and as soon as he said this, knew I wasn’t.  
 
    Treacherous Styx  waterways streamed down the Underworld canyons and tunnels, and our boat hit a few bumps  here and there, literally lifting out of the water.  
 
    That was before the noise.  
 
    A great sound bled out from the nearby rocks over our boat. This beautiful, melodic noise that was so enchanting, it allowed me to finally relax. That was just the problem.  
 
    The soldiers dropped their swords and shields, slumping to the floor, relaxing.  
 
    The captain behind the steering wheel, relaxed, falling down numb and twitching, one hand reaching lazily up as if in vague recollection there was something he had to do. Yes, he had to steer the boat.  
 
    The singing, women singing, had put him to sleep.  
 
    As a girl, I was the last one to go with my eyes fluttering and my own hands lunging for the wheel. 
 
    Before I got there, the boat hit a cliff at the slide, flipped and went lopsided. 
 
    I landed clear of the boat, deep underwater, drowning, and that made me the lucky one. Dark-grey, filthy water flew into my eyes. White noise filled my ears. I blinked, held my breath and flailed about, my arms flapping. Seconds passed. And then I was able to see my underwater surroundings. 
 
    My rescuers were all dead. 
 
    The Greek soldiers drifted out from under the capsized boat, floating into the water. At first in the watery dimness they looked like diving seals; perhaps why sharks make that mistake. They were dead bodies. I wasn’t the only one watching. 
 
    A flickering green tail caught my eye. A big one with a huge back fin at its end. Just when I swivelled about, that tail vanished and there was another tail vanishing out of view. A handful of tails flickered about the area, all of dazzling different colours, and I found all these mermaids drifting out. Beautiful women with glittery human top halves and below, huge fantastical fish tails. 
 
     They shot out for the Greek soldier bodies, and that was when I saw, they looked like mermaids but they had the smiles of great white sharks. As soon as they opened their mouths, hundreds of rows of teeth appeared.  
 
    Sirens 
 
    I tore for the surface, and believe me that was hard wearing so much armour but I wouldn’t take it off, not with so many sirens approaching. 
 
    A dozen glittery hands grabbed me. They didn’t feel like hands, though, even if I saw their soft white clammy fingers; they felt like starfish or seaweed or other slimy brine.  
 
    I blacked out. 
 
    When I awoke, it was in a cave slightly onshore with black water seeping through the entrance, crashing against the rocks and the craggy walls, and that must’ve been what woke me up. I was sitting on this small halo of sand, grimy, black water all around. The waves didn’t just carry rocks into the cave, but what soon turned out to be bones. A skull smacked the cave’s side and landed right down on my sank-bank staring at me. 
 
    The skull had the same sardonic eyes as the late, great boat captain. His skin had been stripped to the bone and now all that was left was this sull, with a few clumps of what had once been sunny-blond hair, which now looked like seaweed. I couldn’t be sure. As I wriggled away, my flesh crawling, I told myself that I’d never know for sure. 
 
    ‘Juliet? Juliet?’ 
 
    Out of the cave’s dark hidey-holes came a gnarly soft voice, one keen not to attract attention. Siren tails whispered and slapped about the darkened cave puddles. In the big, flooded areas, it was possible to guess what lurked beneath the surface and, even where I was sitting, that small sandy turf, there were slide-marks and streaks. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ I whispered. 
 
    A bruised face came out the dark with long red scars snaking down their cheeks and chin. That I couldn’t see the rest of their body was down to them being in dark but, as they moved, huge gaping red wounds below their chest, down their arms, and that I left even saw their hands, left wondering how much of a body they had left. 
 
    ‘Juliet, it’s me I survived the wreck,’ coughed the soldier. ‘I’m the only one who survived the wreck.’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, it’s not true.’  
 
    It was indeed true. Brief silvery light flickered through the cave to reveal the many helmets, armour-pads, chest-plates and shields. That light might have came from ghosts outside the cave. I told myself the ghosts were outside the cave. For all I knew, the man talking could’ve been a ghost. 
 
    ‘Juliet, you need to get out of here,’ the soldier told me.  
 
    ‘Where do I go? What do I do?’ 
 
    ‘You need to get out of this cave. Find the cave with Plato.’  
 
    ‘That could be anywhere! How I do I know where that is!’  
 
    ‘He’ll call to you. Just make it across the river and he’ll call to you.’  
 
    Before I could ask any more questions, there was a sudden swivel of a siren’s tail, its scales glimmering in the dark, and the man fell back into the gloomy cave to be eaten alive in a volley of grunts and moans.  
 
    I whisked up the skull, which was heavy as a cannonball, and used it to bash in the siren’s head before it ate me for dessert.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    DALE 
 
    At this point, Juliet paused in her story and, them having come to an especially dark cave, she wouldn’t go any further. Both in her tale and also further down the path, which admittedly looked windy and narrow. Dale’s mouth opened wide. Cerberus? The Hydra? They couldn’t stop here. His hand went out to touch Juliet’s shoulder but then a soft crack came from beneath her foot. Her eyes darted at Dale before glancing down. 
 
    And he looked down.  
 
    Half a stone face, split in two, lay beneath her white satin slipper.  
 
    Her foot rested ever so gently on its nose but seeing the thunderbolt cracks spreading across its surface, that face could crumble any second.  
 
    No, not “could”. 
 
    That face would crumble. 
 
    Pluto would crumble. 
 
    Dale’s already open mouth found the energy to make sound and when it came out, it was this low croak: 
 
    ‘You found him then.’  
 
    ‘Alas poor Pluto,’ Juliet said. ‘I knew him, Dale. He helped me get through the caves.’  
 
    Dale shivered. His lip twitched as he fought to keep a poker-face. Could it be? Juliet would be helpful to him after all; she would guide him back to the entrance. That, or Pluto would guide them back to the entrance. What was left of him.  
 
    A noise gargled from the face beneath Dale’s foot. He adjusted to look past her distracting satin slipper, which was made of spidery white thread, and at the admittedly more eye-catching Pluto’s split-face, to see what remained of his lips stretching. That was the only way they could make noise, and given his vocal cords, the noise was unpleasant. 
 
    ‘Kill me,’ Pluto groaned.  
 
    ‘What is he saying?’ Dale asked.  
 
    Juliet answered. ‘He’s saying…’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Dale said. ‘I just can’t believe it.’  
 
    ‘He helped me through the caves,’ Juliet said.  
 
    This rustle came from the dark passage beyond, the place where she wouldn’t step through to not just yet. That it was pitch-black, naturally, had a lot to do with it, but the slight rustling noises, the scratching, crumbling noises, caught Dale’s attention and made him think, whatever was down that passage, it was best not to get too close. 
 
    He thought about what Juliet said.  
 
    ‘Back to the entrance?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘No,’ she said and then, registering his surprise, clarified, ‘yes, that’s where I thought he was leading me at first, but then he took me someplace else.’  
 
    She walked straight into the pitch-black. 
 
    Dale swallowed. He couldn’t believe it.  
 
    ‘Juliet?’  
 
    He cursed his chances, clutched Alice tight, the way one would do a teddy bear, and then followed. Juliet’s footprints were like a trail of breadcrumbs leading him through, as well as her voice.  
 
    ‘Come on! This way! Can you see the blue fire?’  
 
    Dale cast a look down at Alice when he heard this. Alice, unconscious still, nevertheless gave a little toss of the head as if she recognised.  
 
    ‘No!’ Dale yelled. ‘I can’t see anything!’  
 
    Even worse, as he made his way down the tunnel passage, up came these dog yowls and whinnies. They must’ve been from small dogs, yapping about, scurrying near his feet, but he couldn’t see any of those blue eyes.  
 
    A large roar rang out.  
 
    One that blew his hair back and would’ve had him running in the opposite direction, were it not for Juliet.  
 
    ‘Don’t run! Stay where you are!’ she called from out the dark, somewhere. ‘He’s not going to hurt you!’  
 
    That huge wet dog smell was back, clogging his nostrils, and it made wandering through this gloomy place like staggering through a swamp. There might not have been any puppies, but Dale was about to run into the big dog. In the next corner, there were six gigantic glistening blue eyes, and they peered unblinking into his soul. 
 
    Three jaws with massive bright canines dripping saliva reared out of the corner close enough to bite him in half. He must have trembling so much that Alice stirred ever so slightly, a single arm gestating out towards Cerberus. It might have been that she wanted to cast a fireball but Dale couldn’t take that chance. 
 
    ‘Nice dog,’ he cautioned.  
 
    ‘He’s not going to hurt you!’ Juliet advised out of nowhere in particular. ‘He’s going to lead you down to the lake! He’s a friend!’  
 
    Dale’s brow creased. 
 
    This was so weird and confusing. He didn’t know where to start and Alice, perhaps also confused, started mumbling.  
 
    ‘The lake?’ he asked. ‘A friend.’ 
 
    The three pairs of moist blue dog eyes met his.  
 
    A voice spoke that was old and powerful. A grizzled, weary voice, but one that be feared as soon as he heard. Back Dale went staggering with Alice into the shadows, away from the blue eyes’ sight but they followed him. 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Cerberus said. ‘I mean you no harm, human. Follow me down to the blue lake for this is where Alice’s destiny awaits.’  
 
    Back Dale went staggering with Alice into the shadows, away from the blue eyes’ sight but they followed him there. The three jaws pushed closer.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Dale stuttered.  
 
    ‘I’m Cerberus, the Guardian of the Underworld,’ the dog said, all three of its jaws moving when it talked.  
 
    ‘You’ll take us to Pluto?’ Dale asked.  
 
    ‘No, Pluto is dead. My lifeblood has  been here before Pluto,’ the dog said. ‘My power stretches back generations and generations. Beneath the Underworld, you will find the one thing older than Pluto. You will find the lake of fire.’  
 
    Dale struggled with the knowledge Pluto was dead. His lip wobbled. He almost dropped Alice, again, and then he recalled Juliet had told him this. All the gods were dead. And what was this about a lake of fire? That had him clinging to Alice as tight as his sharp twig fingers allowed.  
 
    ‘Blue fire?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Olympian fire,’ Cerberus said.  
 
    The dog whisked away through the shadows. Dale chased after. He ran so fast through the cavern passageways, holding onto Alice,  that he nearly tripped three times and each time, he clung to Alice even tighter than before. The dog’s sharp blue eyes glowed, even when it was turned away from him, and Dale panted as he tried to catch up with Cerberus.  
 
    ‘Slow down!’ he called. ‘Wait!’  
 
    The fear he would lose sight of the dog and be lost inside these caves had his heart straining and pushing against his chest. A new  splurge of leaves rushed up his throat. He had to stop, briefly, just to prevent himself from throwing up again. A nervous, stray hand out to the wall and he just about held it in. Those bubbling fertile spring leaves went back down.  
 
    Juliet called out to him. 
 
    ‘I’m over here! Dale! Over here! Follow the blue fire!’  
 
    He was about to ask, “what blue fire?” when, turning about frantically, happened upon a huge blue glow. Bright as the moon.  
 
    He stumbled towards the light too fast because after a mere few seconds rushing forwards, the heat braced his face and made him feel like his skin was goi no to melt off. For his sake and Alice’s, he had to get back, and this hand grabbing his waistcoat and slinging him back made sure of that. 
 
    He landed on the ground with Alice who, again, moaned, but Dale knew she was a lot better like this than if he had gotten any closer. She would have burned alive. Dale gritted his teeth. He then gently displaced Alice off him, got up, and hopped back to Juliet. This blue glow illuminated her face just as it must have illuminated his.  
 
    ‘What is this place?’ 
 
    It felt like an obvious question for him to ask, and he did so by blurting it out as if it was the biggest question in the world, and in the process, a small leaf fluttered out his mouth and and about the cave. His eyes ran from the leaf over to Juliet’s eyes but she hadn’t noticed.  
 
    ‘This the lake of fire,’ she said. ‘This is Alice’s birthright. The Collins Family birthright.’  
 
    Dale watched the leaf fly over the lake and then, hit by the heat, diminish to a shrivelled black nothing.  
 
    ‘They can cast blue flames?’  
 
    ‘You already know,’ Juliet confirmed.  
 
    On the opposite side of the lake, Cerberus awaited with his six blue eyes and heads barely visible in the gloom.  
 
    ‘Olympian fire,’ Cerberus said. 
 
    Dale remembered the wall.  
 
    ‘Alice is an Olympian,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Not just Alice,’ Juliet said. ‘Her whole family. The entire Collins family.’  
 
    ‘Mount Olympus is rightfully their’s.’ Dale realised with a look at the sleeping Alice. ‘Not the gods.’  
 
    ‘That’s right, at least not Zeus and the others,’ Juliet said. ‘They found that out the hard way.’  
 
    ‘The hard way,’ repeated Cerberus with a cruel emphasis.  
 
    Dale wondered why he said it that way and then following Cerberus and Juliet’s eyeline over to the lake of fire, he was aware he ought to be looking there. 
 
    Bubbles frothed and formed a large scaly foamy skin over the surface to let everyone know there were things boiling beneath. And that got Dale’s ass really wondering, now just what would take so long to cook at such high temperatures. His question was answered when the invisible things cooking responded thunder-and-lightning noises as if the round lake were nothing more than a tin pan.  
 
    Dale scrambled forward amidst the stones and pebbles to get a closer look and he went forward until his skin felt thin and flappy again like it was going to melt off his skull.  
 
    And speaking of skulls… 
 
    An entire circle of the crooked, gawping things, shocked wide sockets, rose up in a spiral, their jaws clanging. A dozen skulls knocking  against each, the siblings closer now they had burned to death than they had ever been in life. As they rose, Dale heard all the noises of Mount Olympus, with what was presumably spears and swords tearing apart the air, along with thunder and lightning, and shields clanging. If anything could stomach Alice’s flames, it would be the Greek Gods. Or so Dale thought. Sure enough, a few leftover pieces rose to the surface but, while they hadn’t melted in the flames, they had been useful as plastic against the skin-boiling inferno.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Dale spluttered at Juliet. ‘I thought you said they had died in a great battle! Why are they burnt to crispy fried chicken bones inside the lake?’  
 
    Juliet looked at him, laughed and turned pink. She put a hand up to her mouth, embarrassed. She had turned so pink with her cheeks puffed, Dale could tell even when the abundant blue light flooding the cave.  
 
    ‘What?’ Dale snapped.  
 
    He had had it up to here.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Juliet said, ‘That’s the sort of thing Alice would say.’ 
 
    He backed off into the dark.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ he muttered and cast what felt like a drunken hand at the lake. He was so giddy and delirious. ‘What happened here?’  
 
    ‘There was a great battle,’ Juliet said.  
 
    ‘A great battle,’ Cerberus repeated.  
 
    When the dog spoke, its nostrils poured out steam into the cave. This was like conversating with a dragon. Even its black and spindly tail lay pointed up and coil as if it could whip into action within the blink of an eye. That only increased Dale’s discomfort. It might have been the boiling, stewing blue flames, but the dog’s nostril fumes smelt too much like brimstone for his liking.  
 
    ‘They dived into the lake and boiled alive,’ Juliet continued. ‘You see, they weren’t real Olympians. Only Alice. Only the Collins Family.’  
 
    When the dog spoke, its eyes lit up. 
 
    ‘They are the true heirs of Mount Olympus,’  Cerberus said. ‘That is their destiny.’  
 
    Dale looked from the three-headed dog to Juliet and then at the sleeping Alice. It seemed only five minutes ago he had been strolling through a fairground and now, all his friends eaten alive, he was down here in the Greek Underworld listening to this..  
 
    ‘You people are crazy,’ he said.  
 
    He ran out the cave and as he did so, the dog’s booming voice from all three heads carried after.  
 
    ‘I’m not a person…’ 
 
    Dale paused in the tunnel, bent over and threw up leaves. He was beginning to think he also wasn’t a person. Another steaming pile of leaves and twigs, glistening with drool and dew, was left in his wake as he limped onwards, weary and sick.  
 
    ‘Dale, wait! Come back!’ called Juliet’s voice. ‘It’s not safe.’  
 
    The passage he had taken out of the blue fire cave led to a few more corridors which streamed out into this wider underworld maze; not the way he had gone before. Dale soon found himself lost, with only the burning urns for light.  
 
    His fingers had grown sharper than ever. 
 
    And his hair felt long, damp and soggy. He grabbed a handful of it and a bunch of leaves fell through his fingers. If there was a mirror, Dale was sure what he would see.  
 
    ‘Dale come back!’ Juliet cried. ‘It’s not safe!’ 
 
    Now, there. There was an irony. Dale just about swallowed his laughter to look back and announce: 
 
    ‘I’m not safe!’ he called, and heard how deep his voice had gotten.  
 
    ‘Dale?’ Juliet asked.  
 
    He breathed out and steam came through his nostrils that smelt like meat. That must’ve been the animals he had eaten the other day when they met Orpheus. His eyes watered. Methane. Lots of methane. Oh god, that smelt awful. And he wasn’t the only one that smelt it.  
 
    ‘Dale?’ Juliet called, in between a raucous coughing fit. ‘Jeez Louise Dale! That smells horrible!’  
 
    ‘Juliet, stay away!’ he called back and heard again how deep his voice had become.  
 
    Now, she definitely heard. 
 
    ‘Dale? Dale, are you okay? Dale?’  
 
    She didn’t know.  
 
    She hadn’t been there any of the times when he had transformed before, and if she had seen his sharp fingers or him throwing up leaves, she hadn’t said. Now, as Dale clutched his gut and lurched through caves he didn’t know. So what if he got lost? That would be better than turning into a monster and eating two kids, which was what he was going to do if he transformed in spitting distance of either Alice or Juliet: especially with Alice out cold.  
 
    And Juliet was chasing after him.  
 
    Her footsteps whispered through the cave, her satin shoes hissing against the cave floor, getting closer.  
 
    Another few seconds, and she would be there. He braced himself. If Dale had a mirror right now, the view would be catastrophic, and indeed, as he raced through the caves, the walls became sleek and smooth and he saw what had happened to his hair, how long and bushy and mane-like it had grown, strewn with leaves. Vibrant, fertile spring leaves. The green was so vivid it flashed in his eyes and remained hovering over his eye like this peculiar haze seconds after he stopped looking at the cave walls.  
 
    He ran through to this small circular area where there was an oily black pool, the water black and putrid but flat like the surface of a mirror. The blurry monster awaiting him there was glimpsed for a mere second before he heard footsteps hurrying up behind him.  
 
    A cold, uncertain hand touched his shoulder.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    Juliet.  
 
    She didn’t even recognise him, he had transformed that much when running, and now that he was about to turn around, Dale knew he had a single instance to save her life. What he had become — the salivating, green-leaf-haired tree — would devour her a moment later.  
 
    His stomach, which was no longer his stomach, had done loop-the-loops, jumping-jack pounces, and kinetic, hectic rollercoaster topsy-turvy leaps to end up as this large carnivorous stomach with an appetite more akin to that of a tiger than the young American boy he had been before.  
 
    These hungry, man-eating trees — the ones that had eaten his friends — they had the appetites of tigers. But when Dale pictured the stomach within his chest or, more accurately, trunk, he imagined this huge zeppelin-shaped balloon; and just for the fact that he was imagining such a thing, so perfectly inside his chest, or, rather, trunk, he knew it to be true. 
 
    This hunger rose inside of him like an independence day’s worth of fireworks about to explode.  
 
    There was still some semblance of humanity left in his mind, glowing, fizzling. A semi-conscious dream of humanity. Like a flickering light inside a broken lightbulb struggling to come back on. Even as he growled and drooled, Dale remembered he used to be human. He had to warn Juliet. Even if it was the last thing he did.  
 
    But, when he turned to face Juliet it became apparent that what face he had was no longer his.  
 
    ‘DALE, WHAT’S HAPPENED TO YOUR EYES? DALE, YOUR SKIN? OH, LOOK AT YOUR SKIN! YOU’RE ONE OF THOSE THINGS!’  
 
    Her screams hurt his ears.  
 
    She screamed and swung her arms violently to get back as soon as she could. Her eyes went so wide, and mouth stretched open so long, it was like she was having a transformation of her own. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak but what he saw were these huge canine fangs rearing up and all that came out was a roar.  
 
    She scuppered back into the dark.  
 
    Dale chased after her, moving so fast that it he didn’t consider what he was doing: hell-bent speed, crawling through the caves, his claws tearing at the walls when he crashed into corners. Debris showered down from the ceiling. A few stalagmites fell off and hit the sand with the banal sound of darts against a board. When he opened his mouth to express surprise or alarm, all that came out was that distinctive roar. His black funeral clothes had been ripped to shreds and fallen away from him easy as confetti.  
 
    Even his shoes fell by the wayside, clinking off into the dark easy as loose cents.  
 
    Now, he was this naked tree monster waddling through the tunnel with barefoot barkskin feet leaving unnatural footprints. Not that this was the main focus of his attention as he ploughed through, brushing aside whatever ghosts he came across. While they had scowled him when he was a little American human, now that he was the very thing they feared, the ghosts, who came covered in twig, leaves and devastating gore-drenched bites, swished through the walls and back into their dim little hidey corners to avoid him. He tossed his long green mane or scowled in their direction, and they fled. 
 
    But there was one thing in his mind, and that was Juliet, and even if his mind were now like a broken lightbulb flickering on and off, as he sped through the tunnels, he told himself he wouldn’t kill her, not really. He would be able stop himself.  
 
    But, as he ran, his hands spread out before his eyes.  
 
    His dry, cracking hand covered in dated mossy bark. The tips of his fingers all pointed and sharp, like twigs, like claws; he could tear her own face from her like a halloween mask if he wanted.  
 
    But that wasn’t all. 
 
    When he saw the lines spiralling about his palms and down his wrists, he wanted to scream.  
 
    All that came out was a roar.  
 
    And that had Juliet cry out in the dark. A small, muffled cry as if she realized it would tell him where she was a microsecond after it left her mouth. A-ha, yes. Too late. Now, Dale, sniffing, rounded in what was surely her direction, crawling down the tunnel with all four limbs which, crooked, branch-like, were speedy and dextrous as wolf legs hurtling through the pitch-black. And his eyes with their red glow had him seeing in the dark, too, with their glow far more penetrative than if he held up two of the brightest matches into these subterraneans. 
 
    And it meant he could see far ahead, to the ends of each passage, and that allowed him to speed through each corridor, following Juliet’s breathing as if it were Ariadne’s thread. His ears, which came tucked beside two large leaves, picked up her sounds and his pug nose with its huge nostrils picked up her scent.  
 
    But even with all these scents, that didn’t mean he wasn’t surprised when Cerberus’s heads swung out of left-field and knocked him sideways. That cast him into the wall and knocked him senseless. He was left, dazed, down in the dust; and the dog bounded straight up, a trio of jaws snapping for his eyes. Up his arms swung. The dog leapt back, whinnying, hit the cave-ceiling and then fled. That was it. He had seen off Cerberus.  
 
    Dale scrambled up, though, his treetop dizzy, and it seemed to him he was a lot better and a lot more human than before, even his fingers were still sharp twigs and his mouth, rearing open, still bore those fierce canine fangs.  
 
    But he could think like a normal person again. That was like an alarm clock waking him up from a long fever dream and now looking about, seeing the trailing caves, he didn’t feel hungry at all. He just felt sick.  
 
    Venturing down further into the caves, this blue glow warming his barkskin face, and be found himself back by the lake of fire. He was the only one there, his tree breath mingling with the fog from the  fire-and-brimstone. 
 
    He looked about and saw nobody. 
 
    A burning blue lake with nobody around.  
 
    By the dust where Alice  had slept there was a large pair of footprints. For a brief second Dale thought it was his footprints and a cold chill went down his back. That odd tree backside without a spine, where it suddenly felt like a few snowflakes tricking downwards. His human feelings, slowly returning.  
 
    They weren’t his footsteps.  
 
    There were no leaves trailing about the rest of the cave and, besides, he would have remembered. He told himself he would have remembered. And, thinking back to how he was during that lucid dream, raging about the caves, he knew it wasn’t past his capabilities. 
 
    His sharp fingers trembled out in front of him, and so much, this time a large leaf flew off like a fat green butterfly. His eyes followed it about the lake to see the footprints trailing through to the cave’s main exit.  
 
    Gigantic, claw-toed footprints. 
 
    They weren’t his footprints.  
 
    ‘Alice,’ Dale breathed. 
 
    For the first time in ages, he heard the sound of his own voice. His real voice. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    He sped through the caves and left his own trail behind, this one of fertile, spring leaves, each unique as a fingerprint. If Juliet or Cerberus dared to run after him, the leaves would be there to follow. He wasn’t worried about that.  
 
    What worried him was the creature that had taken Alice. 
 
    Emerging from the cave, out into the wider, larger Underworld, he saw this giant  bald man wearing a vest of rags climbing a a nearby rocky peak with Alice clasped in his free hand.  
 
    The giant shifted to look at Dale and this was when he saw its huge singular eye which was bloodshot red and without an iris, merely a thin black pupil with hundreds of veins spreading out.  
 
    Those veins were vivid as sailor’s knots and twice as tight. No wonder the monster looked in intense pain.  
 
    And it was certainly a huge bulbous monster, its head this massive dome with that one blinking bloodshot eye, a porky nose just like Dale’s but instead of any fangs or big carnivores, it had these rotten yellow incisors. It funny but those were the teeth he would expect a big clumsy giant to have: always bashing into mountains and falling down caverns, some of his teeth knocked out from rock fights with other monsters, the sharpest ones dulled and blunted from trying to eat rocks, either accidentally or on purpose/  
 
    But this monster with the single eye and the blunt village idiot teeth was one he recognised.  
 
    A cyclops.  
 
    Dale had to thank his dog-eared, tea-stained Ancient Greek gods book for that one, a treasured item when he wasn’t smacking his little brother around the head with it.  
 
    Yes, he hit his little brother. Named Cyrus Jr, after his father. Who knows what happened to him. Especially with those man-eating trees invading the town. 
 
    Dale scrambled up the rock tower after Alice and the cyclops, and as he did so, a single tear fell from his cheek.  
 
    A single tear which smelt of powerful, acidic dew. 
 
    For the first time he contemplated how his entire family would’ve been killed and how he now, tall, scary, spring leaves for body hair, resembled the very thing that had killed him.  
 
    And that dew smell misting about his face like this perfume veil made him incredibly, impossibly sick. 
 
    But, as he wriggled up the large stone plinth, his twig fingers hooking onto whatever he could — he didn’t throw up.  
 
    This time, any stress resulted in hair loss from his magnificent treetop, which had been adorned with leaves, and which in times of worry, had this autumnal bleed of leaves drifting off his head, into the ether.  
 
    His treetop’s leaves spiralled down into the dark Underworld canyons. That was when he saw how high he had gotten. Any fear-of-heights he might’ve felt diminished when he thought he was a monster, and that surely any fall wouldn’t harm him, but then when he thought about a tree falling, its trunk snapping in two, that fear-of-heights came back with a vengeance. 
 
    The cyclops scrambled with Alice into a big dark cave.  
 
    That was where Dale set his sights. His still-red eyes, good, not see-in-the-dark good, but still good, zeroed in on that cave, and within seconds his spidery little tree body had scrambled over a few peaks, spitting distance of the cyclops lair.  
 
    If he looked closely, and absolutely, he squinted as closely as his bug-sized red eyes would allow, out of that pitch-black mountain cave, where there should have been nothing but darkness — something stared right back at him.  
 
    A single bloodshot red eye.  
 
    The cyclops peered out of its lair.  
 
    That wasn’t what worried Dale.  
 
     He didn’t see any blue flames being conjured, not a single spark; that was the thing that worried him the most. The cyclops there, inside the cave, had an unconscious Alice Collins in their arms, and she was knocked out cold, QUITE LITERALLY COLD,  unable to do anything about it, so he had better hurry up and leap from his peak into that cave right away; before goodness knows what the cyclops would do. Well, Dale could guess what the cyclops would do — the cyclops was going to be doing the exact same thing he would’ve done to Juliet.  
 
    Stuffing her into his mouth and eating her alive before she could so much as scream for mercy.  
 
    And that was such a horrible thought, that another autumn bundle of leaves fell off Dale’s head, and his barkskin back shivered with sweat droplets that felt more like fresh autumn dew.  
 
    He kept shivering as his eyes tried to scope out the jump which, if correct, would take him right into the cave and, if incorrect, would send him tumbling below. So, it all determined on him getting this right. Alice’s life — if he wasn’t being too dramatic — determined on him getting this right.  
 
    That was when Cerberus bounded out of nowhere, knocked him off the peak, and thee two went tumbling, anyway, down into the darkness below.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Scrawny tree fingers held onto the clifftop ledge. Five scrawny tree fingers from just one of Dale’s hands, with the other one dangling loose and desperate having let go moments earlier.  
 
    Below him was an abyss where seconds earlier poor Cerberus the misguided three-headed dog, thinking he, Dale, was after Alice, had tumbled after tackling him on that peak.  
 
    Now, Cerberus was good as dog’s dinner, and not the nice dog’s dinner, either, but the messy, grim kind that would be eaten by the gargoyles maybe minutes from now. And, worst of all, this would happen while the fallen Cerberus limp and whimpering was still alive.  
 
    That didn’t make Dale the hanging tree feel much better about his situation, with one hand still clinging on. When he saw those wings circling Cerberus’s blue eyes, he had no problem yanking himself back up onto the ledge and then leaping up the mountain, way up to the cyclops cave. The pitch-black cave entrance was like the dividing line between life and death, and if Dale looked closely again, that bloodshot eye within the cave kept staring, waiting. He wanted to look anywhere but there.  
 
    Another glance down at the abyss and Cerberus’s blue eyes, as well as presumably, his three heads and body, had all vanished. The dog lived to fight another day.  
 
    Next thing Dale knew a pair of clammy hands had grabbed his body and hauled him into the cave.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Tap, tap, tap.  
 
    The sound he heard in the  pitch-black resembled a group of long, cold impatient fingers tapping on a desk; the sound Dale heard when he used to work at the small-town candy store.  
 
    They could’ve been his manager’s fingers, tapping at the desk before going up to adjust a quaint black bow-tie with white polka dots, or they could’ve been the rich lady down the road, Mrs Banks, who always bought bitter liquorice.  
 
    Mrs Banks scared the local kids with her long fox fur coat and loud motorcar, and local kids scared her by putting dead mice in the liquorice jars. Those mice used to reek up the jars; and Dale would have to throw away a month’s worth of candy if ever he found one in there, or those small chewed-up gum lumps that resembled teeth or, for that matter, anything that wasn’t the small black liquorice pieces.  
 
    He used to throw away a lot of liquorice.  
 
    And for a while, the smell in the dark that entered Dale’s nostrils recalled that liquorice and how it used to reek when he un-screwed the glass jar lid.  
 
    He might’ve been unconscious, but he wasn’t stupid. And he knew that smell wasn’t liquorice, not even liquorice stuffed with chewing gum or prankster dead mice, but it was the smell of rotting bodies.  
 
    When Dale awoke, he found himself surrounded by chewed off-white bones and rip-cages. Never a pleasant sight. He had never seen so many skeletons, not even on Halloween. Those skeleton costumes back in his home town had looked goofy, luminescent and fun with their green-paint faces, rib-cages and black-foam sleeves.  
 
    But the closest skeleton to him in this cave hung from the ceiling, rotting, its large vibrant pink tongue lolling out. Its tongue looked so fresh it came covered in taste buds.  
 
    Dale gagged and spat, and found out he was human again.  
 
    All over him was the black waistcoat, waist-jacket and shirt, his “undertaker” chic that he had worn exploring the town carnival back with his friends and now, still wore, exploring the Greek Underworld. After every transformation, it was always the same; he woke up in the same outfit as if nothing had happened.  
 
    Well, nothing except for a few leaves sifting about his mouth and that acidic bubbling  Belladonna feeling in his gut as if handfuls of deadly nightshade were stuffed in there.  
 
    In his armpits, there was a cold prickle as if leaves had quite literally spouted there in place of body hair.  
 
    And down by his crotch, there was the same. He made a mental note not to take off his trousers for the foreseeable future.  
 
    But now, right now, it was the tongue hanging by his face that made him want to throw up.  
 
    Dale, crawling away, felt if it made contact with his very close face, the tongue might still feel fresh.  The skeleton tongue might have been its only non-decayed item, the rest of the skeleton this deep worn yellow except for a few blossoming flowery black patches where mould had set in and moisture attacked, and inside the cave, there was lots of moisture. The stuff dripped from the walls a crystalline blue colour.  
 
    A-HA! That had been the tapping-fingers from his dream, the moisture falling on the rocks and cave walls. At least, that was his first thought, and then Dale looked up at the skeleton’s tongue.  
 
    Saliva, still fresh, trickled off.  
 
    Hit the floor.  
 
    Made a tap! 
 
    An aggressive, repeated tap! The way impatient fingers would on a counter. Fingers, waiting. Fingers, wanting. That tapping noise wasn’t moisture dripping from the cave’s ceiling onto its floor.  
 
    No, it was saliva dripping off a skeleton’s tongue.  
 
    And that had fresh sweat, for the first time in ages, running down Dale’s back and he started searching for a way out of the cave. Easier said than done. Of course, easier said than done. For starters, there were so many skeletons hanging from the ceiling that he had a problem seeing the sunset-shaped cave-entrance again. He had to angle his chin ever so slightly to see out; otherwise there were just too many skeletons in the way. 
 
     Many, many skeletons.  
 
    Many, many skeletons hung from the ceiling, hooked by their spines to little notches in the cave-roof, and when Dale moved a mere inch, their feet twitched and they jangled the way you would expect fake skeletons to. But these skeletons weren’t fake. No, as he trod ever so slightly and went on tip-toes gentle as possible, the various disturbed grimaces from each skeleton told him they were all real: frozen in their final, petrified expressions for all eternity. The way looked, intact but mere scared, horrified bones, it seemed like the cyclops had skinned them alive.  
 
    If the cyclops had killed them any other way, Dale would feel mighty surprised.  
 
    That sent a fresh sweat shower right down his back.  
 
    Then, Dale glanced past two swinging skeletons, who had been gawping at each other, and he saw it.  
 
    The cyclops.  
 
    A huge shroud-of-a-man sat facing out into the wide Greek Underworld. Perhaps wondering how he ended up here. There were ghosts floating about the sky like balloons on parade day, but they were far-off. Dale didn’t have to worry about that. He had to worry about the cyclops.  
 
    Correction.  
 
    He had to worry about the cyclops and he had to worry about Alice.  
 
    The thought any one of these skeletons could be Alice had Dale shivering. This time, it wasn’t sweat that went down his back; it was spring leaves again. The first sign of a full-scale panic  again. He himself had petrified, grimacing, frightened just like one of the skeletons; maybe if the cyclops turned around, they wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.  
 
    Failed. He had failed. Now, Mrs Collins’ girl was lost forever in this skeleton collection, and no way could he point out which skeleton Alice would be, there were so many and they were so indistinguishable.  
 
    Wait a second.  
 
    He paused again, this time his cheeks bright with hope. He felt them swell until embarrassingly red and luminescent.  
 
    Yes, indistinguishable! 
 
    If Alice had been one of these skeletons, he would’ve seen a blue flash or glimmer in any of these hollow, dead sockets, something, anything, a fireball, an inferno, that would’ve told him it was Alice.  
 
    And, plus, he knew she would’ve put up a fight. Dale shook his head and scowled at how annoying that girl had been. Good luck to the cyclops with eating her. Just as he scowled — a wet, crunchy sound — it did occur to him he was still in the cyclops cave, trying to avoid detection, and then the skeletons shook, and the huge cyclops turned around.  
 
    Dale froze.  
 
    Its huge red eye stared right at him.  
 
    Dale, petrified, had another bundle of spring leaves go down his back. A fresh, wet bundle of spring leaves, and there was so many, they fluttered out his waistcoat coattails.  
 
    The huge red eye blinked.  
 
    And then the cyclops turned around again to dwell once more, hand on its chin, Rodin’s the thinker.  
 
    Dale, you see, had been behind one of the hanging skeletons, and while he had peeked out from under its arm, the cyclops had not been able to see him. Its huge eye, while large, apparently had not gone to Specsavers — something Alice had mentioned during one of their bike-rides.  
 
    A relieved Dale exhaled the way his uncle would’ve done at the Thanksgiving table, big and loud.  
 
    The skeletons jangled again.  
 
    You dumb shit, he thought.  
 
    Yet, again, the cyclops did not react. This, you see, was a cyclops deep in thought, and whatever the cyclops thought about, Dale did not care — the cyclops could’ve been producing a cure for polio, for all he knew — as long as it kept him turned by the entrance, facing out into the Underworld.  
 
    A sad cyclops absorbed in thought wouldn’t notice Dale.  
 
    So, he weaved in between the skeletons to escape finally from the dreadful hanging things, their mouths ajar, and find a large floor space separating him from the cyclops. This was the floor he had to cross.  
 
    Hundreds of broken bones covered this floor, with just enough stony cave left that if he stepped on just one bone, it would no doubt rattle and attract the cyclops.  
 
    Dale stood with his hands outstretched before him, his normal hands, and the palms dripped with moist sweat; a welcome change from the dew they had dripped with before. He didn’t know what to do.  
 
    One step wrong, and the cyclops would turn around and eat his skin; and Dale just wasn’t ready for that.  
 
    As he stood there, the liquorice smell filling his nose, Dale knew he had better step on it and make his mind up fast.  
 
    This particular bone on the floor with big curved joints either end looked like a cruel medieval mace. Perfect.  
 
    And he stood there for about thirty seconds rallying himself, getting those sweaty little palms ready, trying to pump up some energy to knock this cyclops’s brains out with a single blow. He was Babe Ruth. Okay, pal? Okay? Perspiration soaked his head so much, a local Irish patrolman might have thought him breaking prohibition; not that there would be many local patrolmen around here in the Greek Underworld, especially those that were Irish, so Dale was on safe ground there. And by swinging his arms, pumping himself up like this, he had just increased the chance the cyclops would glance about and discover him. So he better grab that bone quick.  
 
    He snatched it and with a baseball star’s energy,  pranced right across the cave and smacked the cyclops around the head. That, at least, was the right place to hit the brute and, job done, Dale forgot about being Babe Ruth and became this shaking, nervous ninny. Hey, he had just hit a cyclops with a massive bone; he was entitled to some nerves. The sound, alone, had him blinking. But after the fifth blink, his hands shaking, Dale saw what good his attack had done.  
 
    That bone, which had looked so tough and harsh, broke into snowy, dusty clusters which poured down the cyclops’s bare back.  
 
    Now that big red eye swivelled about to face him again.  
 
    Dale, god bless him, had the intuitive to grab another bone from the floor and throw it right in the cyclops’s face, hitting the bullseye this time — his eye. That horrible staring bloodshot eye. A groan came out the cyclops’s gawping mouth, which blasted Dale with meaty breath, and the monster clasped their face, anguished, for a precious few seconds while Dale scrambled back and around the cave. What to do? What to do?  
 
    He grabbed more bones and threw them at the cyclops as if he were Tarzan throwing spears. The cyclops, upright now, fuming, didn’t buckle as bone after bone cracked against its chest and turned to dust.  
 
    And the cyclops, full height, had to duck its head; if it hadn’t been for the many ghosts outside, its big body would’ve drowned Dale in shadow.  
 
    He picked up a few more bones and threw them, just for good luck it seemed now, for the cyclops had begun a steam-engine charge. That demonic, eyes rolled back, face fuming red charge, that had Dale praying, not that he might live, but that the initial blow would knock him stone dead. He stood there, quivering, leaves going down his back again and blowing out his coat-tails; this pathetic, little tree. Please, just let him die quickly.  
 
    Because the last thing he wanted was to be knocked against the wall, paralysed, foam coming out his mouth while the cyclops carefully peeled off his skin the way one would strip an orange at Christmas. Dale didn’t want to lose his skin, at least not the human skin he had left. All over his body, he felt this dry, cracking feel of bark spreading across what used to be his belly, his underarms, his ribcage; once again, he was becoming a tree.  
 
    The cave became alive with noise and fury.  
 
    The cyclops’s run began.  
 
    Dale whimpered and stepped back but, inside his shoe, no longer were there any tiny human toes; no, now where they should have been, he had clawed twigs. His fingers, too, twitching by his side, became sharp like before.  
 
    The cyclops bashed aside skeletons hanging from the cave ceiling as it ran for its prey. The skeletons, frail, crumbling things already, moved easy as if they were curtains. Hundreds of fragments of bones and skulls blew across the floor, out into the Underworld.  
 
    Dale readied himself.  
 
    The cyclops came within spitting distance and, WHAM, Dale’s arm wrenched out, if only to protect his face, but his hand and its sharp, spindly fingers went further than expected and lashed the cyclops across the cheek.  
 
    Five slashes appeared vivid on the monster’s off-white skin as fiery-red comets when they violated a dawn sky.  
 
    Blood spilled down the cyclops’s face.  
 
    That didn’t stop the monster from throwing a clumsy,  angry punch, one that Dale dodged easily. The cyclops instead hit a wall. Hah, Dale was no spring chicken. The cave trembled and shook about him as the cyclops, his fingers flexing, recovered; a cave-wall was a cave-wall, and hitting it hurt even the cyclops.  
 
    Dale saw his chance.  
 
    He leapt for the cyclops face, fingers out, and gashed its eye. Almost as soon as his fingers drew against the huge blinking red eyeball, by bad fortune missing it worthy of a blink, the monster let out this howl that blasted Dale halfway across the cave.  
 
    He bashed into various skeletons and tore them off the ceiling. The way the skeletons fell off, at first, it was like an expensive walk-in wardrobe. But when they demolished on the ground into ashy snowflakes, Dale found himself covered in the stuff.  
 
    It was petty to do so at this alarming hour but his long new fingers just had to reach out and dust ashes out his hair and off his jacket.  
 
    That he had time to do so was only because the cyclops crashed about the cave, confused. Its eye struggled to adjust from Dale’s scratch and when the big wet thing blinked, it leaked out a thin mucus streak. The wet-faced cyclops raged about. Inadvertently, the cyclops destroyed as many skeletons as it could. Or, perhaps, avertedly, convinced one of the many skeletons its lumbering hands tore into had to be Dale but when they all broke apart in its hands, clearly ashy bones, that just made the cyclops more angry.  
 
    Dale ducked about the different skeletons and tried to get out of the rampaging cyclops’s way, but that was easier said that done. Soon, he found himself grabbed, again, hauled up by the cyclops. Dale would’ve screamed had he not felt himself crushed by its arms, and when one hand snaked around to grab his mouth, well that visibly made his face go all dark and his cheeks puff out like big bags as he tried to conserve as much air as he could. A bitter taste entered Dale’s mouth as he savoured the air — and it was like he was tasting his own bitter, blood, teemingly rich with life — very much aware this might be the last air he ever breathed.  
 
    The cyclops, angry and very nearly blind, was about to choke that life out of him.  
 
    Except the cyclops was nearly blind.  
 
    And so when its hand snaked about to his mouth, the cyclops didn’t know it was giving Dale the perfect opportunity 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    To bite down 
 
    Hard.  
 
    And so he did so with big carnivorous oak tree canines in his mouth and they tore into the cyclops’s fat white flesh which, when penetrated, tasted like old rotting clay; so much so, Dale had to gag and let go after mere seconds. But, a bloody cyclops hand, and a roaring cyclops, told him the damage was very much.  
 
    Cyclops blood covered Dale’s face like spaghetti. Red streamed down his cheeks, his neck, and onto his black shirt which, thankfully, concealed the stains. He must’ve looked like an overeager child at an Italian restaurant having dug into the meal before mommie or daddie could provide a bib. Or he would’ve looked like Stoker’s vampire, who had claimed his latest victim.  
 
    Either way, Dale’s face now  
 
    That was nothing, though,  
 
    The cyclops screamed, swung its arm back, and with one arm left, still held Dale.  
 
    Dale’s brain flustered as dangling from the cyclops’s hand, hanging like that, it appeared he was about to be thrown into the nearest wall. And then he would look like spaghetti.  
 
    So what did he do?  
 
    Bite down again. This time on the cyclops’s wrist, right into the vein, and, of course, that was a truly terrible taste. That was like biting into an old rotten Sicilian lemon that had been left out in the sunlight too long and was now fungi-spotted, worm-infested. Indeed, the cyclops’s wriggling hand, panicked by the bite, made Dale fee like there were worms in his mouth.  
 
    Instead, because he had bitten into someone’s vein, there was just a lot of blood and viscera.  
 
    And when the cyclops dropped him, surprisingly faintly onto the floor, Dale felt the mushy blood slop over his face and it was like he had just claimed another plate of spaghetti, one which he had devoured with even more mess.  
 
    Problem was the cyclops could still see.  
 
    And now, when he looked down and saw Dale lying on the ground with a bloody mouth, it was all too easy to spot his assailant. The cyclops may have been big and dumb but while they were that big they were not that dumb and with an eye-twitch of recognition and a growl, one of their huge elephantine bare feet raised itself up to dispense justice.  
 
    Dale found himself looking at a cyclops’s stinking yellow foot and conceding this would be the last thing he would ever see.  
 
    So instead he looked at the cyclops’s face. A sight that was not much better. Its red blinking eye. Gappy rotten teeth. A huge brute face.  
 
    He looked just in time to see that brute face disappear in a flash of blue. One second the face was there, the next it was not.  
 
    Its face melted off to reveal a skull that was characteristic: brute-jawed, gawping, with a smoky, burning hole where its eye had been. And, vanquished, the cyclops fell down dead onto the floor with a bang.  
 
    Dale scrambled back, his fingers returning to normal, and whatever leaves he had secreted now leaving a trail about the cave. He wafted away the smoke as he peered at the cyclops’s body.  
 
    Blue flames rushed about its skull.  
 
    And then Dale stared into the cave’s gloomiest part, at the individual who had certainly made a timely entrance.  
 
    ‘Took your time didn’t you?’ he asked, stuttering, careful not to offend the girl who had just burnt someone’s face off. ‘What were you doing while I was being bounced about the cave floor? The Charleston? The Lindy Hop? The Waltz?’  
 
    The girl yawned, stretched out one hand and wiped some of the grubby black hair away from her eyes, offering: ‘I was asleep.’  
 
    ‘You slept through that? I was about to be eaten alive.’  
 
    ‘If I had a cat-nap through someone being skinned alive in Murakami-Land, I’m not surprised I slept during your ordeal. That sounds way less interesting. Hey, at least you’re okay now.’   
 
    ‘Stop making Gen Z references!’ Dale snapped as he tread carefully, quite literally, across the cave, avoiding the skeletons but also, trying to avoid annoying Alice. She could, after all, melt someone’s face off. He glanced about the cave at the leaf-trail, aware she usually melted trees. ‘Look, Alice, I’m here with your mother and some of your best friends. We made it into the Underworld. We’re here to rescue you.’  
 
    Her face darkened to the extent not even the blue flames, flickering about the cave, could brighten it. Family drama he suspected.  
 
    ‘Wait? You’re here with my mother?’  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Dale said. ‘Alice, you’re going home.’  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    The entire climb down, Dale thought he had concealed his condition from Alice, the new leaves secreted down his back not even blowing out his coattails. They got to the bottom and plunged off into the grey dust dunes, thankfully far away from the valley where Cerberus had landed. The dog nowhere in sight. And as Dale sat up, the halo of wet spring leaves around his trousers gave it away.  
 
    ‘You’re sick.’  
 
    She had scrambled up to stare with harsh, intrusive blue eyes. A little shit bratty adolescent with a harsh stare. God, Dale would hate to be the parent on the other end of that — he felt for Mrs Collins. He himself had a cold flush go down his back and, yeah, that meant more leaves, falling like an autumn waterfall, building up in bunches now about his backside.  
 
    As long as he stayed cool, she might not react any further. And yes, he smelt that familiar reefer stink coming out her mouth; the kind that would end you up in his small town’s jailhouse. Alice’s times, he conceded, must’ve been far more liberal than his.  
 
    Dale produced the best reply he could: 
 
    ‘You’re high.’  
 
    ‘I don’t care, you’re sick,’ she snorted. ‘Look at all this. These leaves. You’re turning into a monster.’  
 
    ‘So?’  
 
    Dale couldn’t believe he just said that, and to tell the truth, he was getting a little pissed the girl who had burnt someone’s face off had said that to him.  
 
    ‘I kill monsters,’ Alice said.  
 
    It was his luck that a distracting issue came over the hill recognisable by her baby bump and consequent sluggish hobble. He had to distract Alice whatever it took. 
 
    ‘I’m not the only one who’s sick,’ he said.  
 
    It worked.  
 
    She turned from him, spellbound, and soon was running over to her friend like it was the first time they had seen each other in a lifetime. Maybe — who knows how being asleep like that felt? The two girls spun each other about the dust, giggling. It struck Dale they had better camaraderie than any of the buttoned-up funeral chic guys back in his hometown; better than any of the girls, either. Like he thought before, way more liberal.  
 
    He stood up, watching. Happy to be a bystander. Rather an unsuspecting bystander than a burning, smouldering tree, easily; uncomfortable leaves spouting wherever he sweat right now.  
 
    This large green leaf erupted right under his armpit and its tip tickled his shirt.  
 
    The girl stopped dancing.  
 
    Shit, he thought.  
 
    ‘Dale,’ Juliet said. ‘You’re sick.’  
 
    He knew she had a point but backed away in mock outrage.  
 
    ‘So are you!’ he spluttered.  
 
    ‘No, Dale. You’re really sick!’ Juliet urged and her eyes were too far away for him to see the exact emotion but with wet black pupils, they might have been scared, might have been pitying. ‘You need to get help.’  
 
    ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘You’re dying.’  
 
    His eyes went down. So did Alice’s. They stared at the same thing. To reassure them Juliet brought out the Narcissus flower. But whatever reaction she was hoping for, she didn’t get — both he and Alice gasped; and competed to see who could look more shook. Its crushed petals, having been stuffed into her armour, made the flower look like it had lost more time than it actually had, and there were just a few precious hours remaining. When Juliet straightened out the flower, and revealed it had seven petals left, that got gasps again only this time they were relieved ones. 
 
    Except that, dragging a hand through his hair, Dale remembered there had been a lot more petals last time.  
 
    One petal. One hour.  
 
    He must’ve been knocked out in that cave longer than he thought.  
 
    ‘I am dying,’ Juliet said, ‘but we need to get you help now. You’re going to turn into a monster, Dale. You have turned into a monster. Like him.’  
 
    The desert sand rumbled.  
 
    Nearby canyons shook.  
 
    But Dale didn’t see what she was pointing at. Not at first.  
 
    He had been distracted. Ashamed, even. His eyes drifting down, again, unable to look her in the eye but it also meant he stared at her huge baby bump; the thing that did not contain a human baby nor did it contain one baby but, was sure to contain at least six Cerberus puppies.  
 
    And speaking of Cerberus. 
 
    As Dale had been looking down, distracted, he didn’t turn to see the big three-headed dog coming over the hill until too late.  
 
    Only when that big three-headed dog crashed into his, grabbing him with one of its many jaws, did Dale have any idea what was going on. And so, he found himself with this roaring, agonizing pain in his side, huge canine dog fangs piercing his ribcage and belly. Up he went, lifted by the dog as if hoisted on a crane; he stared briefly at Alice and Juliet who watched, shocked, their mouths twitching ,as the dog carried him away. Dale still couldn’t believe it was real, the teeth in his side looking fake but feeling ever so real, the pain like being set on fire. This surely would have been a mortal wound for any other. His bones, even, whether they were still bones or branches at this point, each snapped under the weight of those fangs. One by one, they snapped. It might have taken microseconds, the whole affair less than a minute.  
 
    He got the privilege of watching his skin, bone, meat and flesh around that pound of his body near the ribcage be devastated, ripped away as if it were a mere lump of cream.  
 
    That section of him quite literally fell away, and then down he went, rolling through the air and hitting the sand. Where he had landed was far away from Alice and Juliet, far out in the grey-sand Underworld desert, and seeing those two by the horizon, they looked more like scarecrows than little girls. He couldn’t tell them apart but one put an arm around the other as if to comfort them, perhaps saying, “there’s nothing we  can do”. They turned to walk away. 
 
    They weren’t going to help him.  
 
    He had been discarded by the dog and now, lying on the sand dunes, he was to bleed out.  
 
    His face blackened and strained as he expected to be hit by another colossal wave of pain but that did not arrive, instead, he felt this squirming down by his gut.  
 
    What had been ripped away by the dog was blood, bones and gut, and now he had this quite disgusting open view into his ribcage as if a slice had been taken out of him. A view from nightmares.  
 
    He had always wondered why people undergoing extreme trauma didn’t just black out and now, faced with what was easily the worst trauma — yes, even worse than growing ten feet tall — he realized it was due to disbelief. This wasn’t real. No, it couldn’t be real.  
 
    His eyes flickered.  
 
    And only when his eyes flickered did he realize they had filled with blood.  
 
    Yes, this was very real.  
 
    But, wait, what was this squirming down by his side.  
 
    Dale looked down, aghast, perhaps at the worst possible time: bark spread out to paper up the ripped skin and form an appendage over what had been ripped out. Now, there wasn’t a section of ribs, meat and bone; there was only this huge bark chunk as if he had quite literally been… filled in.  
 
    When Dale looked back across the desert expecting to see a trail of viscera, blood and bones, instead he saw this awesome path of fertile spring leaves, twigs and branches.  
 
    Then, he heard the most promising sound.  
 
    A dog choking.  
 
    No, three dogs choking.  
 
    By golly, as Dale recovered his strength with his new found barkskin side, he realized of course it was not three dogs choking but a three-headed dog!  
 
    Cerberus’s choking stuffed his ears. And the dog sounded in so much pain, whining, that Dale a dog-lover almost felt sorry for it; that was, until he recalled it was the dog who had torn his side out moments ago. That was when he stood up, enraged.  
 
    The dog, wisely, had retreated back over the sand dunes far out in the desert and towards the main bulky of the Greek Underworld; the rocky canyons, ancient mausoleums and the audibly rushing Styx . But being so far away wouldn’t save Cerberus.  
 
    Dale when he stood up found himself growing, and growing, and growing… 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Soon he found himself ten feet tall, again.  
 
    Dale stretched his arms and up they went into the sky so high, his fingers caught a chill. When he brought those hands back down, sure enough those digits had grown long and spindly but they remained white, fleshy, human. For now.  
 
    Already, his hair felt bushy, green, and fertile, and a single hand around its back to feel it was still fluffy not long tore away a few black strands as it had been prone to do in normal times but a few huge oval green leaves.  
 
    So he was ten feet tall again.  
 
    Turning into a tree again.  
 
    And he could see out into the Underworld, its black peaks — even those that towered above him — its mausoleums, networks of tunnels below. The ghosts fluttering about the air no longer resembled balloons but instead little fireflies, one he snatched and crushed with a palm of his hand to leave only wet silvery puddles dripping through his fingers. All those times they had flown full-force into him and left Dale soaking wet, and now he was going to get his own back. REVENGE! 
 
    Cerberus’s deep whinnies reached his ears again. That dog, out there in the desert, was the size of a normal dog for him now.  
 
    The first he was going to do was sort out that damn dog.  
 
    He travelled over to Cerberus with long strides of those new legs and as he went over, his hair flung itself out mangy and curly and began lengthening.  
 
    Soon, a familiar tangle of bushy leaves hit his back with their tips prickling against his jacket.  
 
    But when he reached Cerberus and extended a hand towards the poor dog, out came that familiar tawny hand with its branch arm and looking down, no longer was there the undertaker suit.  
 
    He was a tree again.  
 
    A monstrous tree.  
 
    Great for him. Terrible for the dog.  
 
    He grabbed Cerberus by the tail, hauled him above his head and without even comprehending was he was doing, swung the terrible three-headed dog about like a bath towel. And just like a bath towel, when Cerberus got swung, these little water drops dripped into his hair and down his shirt. That wasn’t towel water, tough; that was dog saliva.  
 
    And that had him gawp with disgust.  
 
    Accidentally, Dale swung Cerberus and off the dog went. He threw that dog so hard and far that his palm burned. Except it wasn’t his palm anymore; it was this tree’s hand and there were these little sparks bouncing about its vigorous zig-zag barkskin lines. 
 
    Dale rubbed the sparks off then watched those lines, mesmerised. In any human hand, those palm lines were only for psychics who would be able to tell if he would sail the world, get a lady, or buy a house; what would he be able to tell if he looked at these lines? Huh? What would be the destiny of a monstrous tree?  
 
    He tried not to think about that.  
 
    And instead he looked around at the grey dune Underworld desert. This place was massive. But, for once, his height didn’t help him and not at all. His activities from before, spinning the dog then throwing it had conjured this abominable sand storm of grey dust.  
 
    Across his fingers went against a cheek, one which was now rough and coarse, bark, and he examined the stuff collected in his spindly fingers. No, not dust. Ash.  
 
    That’s what this desert was: ash.  
 
    It made sense, naturally, in the Greek Underworld.  
 
    And as he turned about, trying to see the black peaks and find his bearings, again came that dreaded noise.  
 
    Howls.  
 
    Dog howls.  
 
    Except there was so much dust he couldn’t see Cerberus, couldn’t even see the blue eyes looming in the gloom, and he didn’t know the dog was there until three dog jaws slammed into the back of his head.  
 
    This avalanche of noise and trauma. Knocked off his feet by the three-headed dog and assaulted by its three-headed, three-pronged attack, teeth and noise from every head.  
 
    Barrkrbarkrrkbarkrkrbarkbarkrbarkbarkbarkbark. 
 
    Off he went, rolling about the dust, Cerberus, too, and all Dale could see for a few seconds were lashing jaws, huge saliva puddles splatting his eyes, tongues too, creeping out, and there were those blue eyes, as well, as blue as Alice’s eyes, revolving about with the manic hysterical energy of chips in a roulette wheel.  
 
    Dale felt that dizzy and lunatic, tussling with the dog, and then as if by chance, he did exactly what he would’ve done with the roulette wheel; he tossed out his hand. Out went five outstretched twig fingers, and before Dale knew it, he had grasped Cerberus by the throat: by all three throats.  
 
    This time, he wasn’t going to throw Cerberus like a bath towel.  
 
    Oh no, this time, his foot scratched away at the grey ash and with his other hand, the free one, he tore this huge crevasse out in the desert. He was able to do so with an ease and speed that frightened him, all the while Cerberus kept whining.  
 
    That didn’t make what he was going to do any easier.  
 
    But he had to do it.  
 
    The grey dust might’ve been ash but piled up it had the thickness and dexterity of sand and Dale knew that when he hauled the dog into this big hole and then consequently closed it up again, burying the pup’s cries, it wouldn’t be able to escape, at least not for some time.  
 
    And that gave him more than enough time to do what he needed to do. With the grave sealed up, and Cerberus still whining beneath, he wiped his hands and  stood back up surveying the landscape.  
 
    He then bounded off into the black Underworld canyons to find the two girls.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    It didn’t take him long.  
 
    All he had to do was contort back into the tunnels and crawl along there, his head ducked, those tawny tree arms bustling along the walls. This time the ghosts didn’t bother him so much; even the little Cerberus pups, barking about the corridors, didn’t give him trouble. Maybe they knew what he had done to their Momma.  
 
    He felt like a subterranean predator scrambling through these tunnels, driven by nothing but instinct; he told himself he wouldn’t eat the girls when he found them. That was what he told himself. 
 
    The girls had problems of their own.  
 
    ‘Throw Socrates at them, Juliet, quick!’  
 
    He followed their voices and soon, scuppering over a large mountaintop found himself looking into the valley from before where the girls had found themselves beset by winged gargoyles. Just as he had done. And, unlike him, they had gone back into the cave for the head busts and were hurling them like shotputs at the shrieking things. 
 
    ‘I can’t find Socrates, Alice!’  
 
    ‘Throw Aristotle then! Next best thing!’  
 
    ‘Do we really wanna throw Aristotle? He made lots of good points.’ 
 
    ‘Who else is there?’  
 
    ‘Put me down!’ cried one unseen head. ‘I am Alexicrates!’  
 
    ‘Chuck him,’ Alice said.  
 
    Juliet reached into the cave, picked up the head and next thing Dale knew a gargoyle had been struck  by the head-bust and knocked up at the mountaintop, right towards him.  
 
    The battered head, all scratched and crumbling from its misadventure, rolled over the grey dust.  
 
    ‘I’m not to be confused with Alexicrates of Plutarch,’ the head gasped at Dale. ‘I lived on a diet of no fish.’  
 
    He swiped the head out the way with his tawny branch hand, off to where its mutterings couldn’t be heard anymore, and then concentrated into the valley. Juliet kept diving back into the cave, where Dale couldn’t see.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ she presumably asked one head.  
 
    ‘I am Pyrrho,’ intoned a deep, sagacious voice, ‘the first sceptic.’  
 
    ‘Oh no you’re not,’ Juliet snorted.  
 
    ‘Maybe we shouldn’t chuck that one,’ Alice decided.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Juliet asked another head. 
 
    ‘I am Thrasymachus! Might is right!’ 
 
    ‘Perfect.’  
 
    Out came this new fierce head which smashed into various winged gargoyles when thrown, appearing to move about on its own: zipping like an asteroid about the valley until it had knocked out seven winged monsters and left this trail of crumbling, smouldering stone.  
 
    ‘More heads! Throw more heads!’ Alice demanded.  
 
    Juliet went around the cave and the philosophers had seconds to make their introductions before they were hurled out. 
 
    ‘I am Epistles. It’s not what happens to you… whoa, nellie, put me down!’  
 
      
 
    ‘I am Pericles. What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments…’ 
 
    I am Xenopha — o, goddamn you! no!’  
 
    ‘More heads!’ Alice cried. ‘More!’  
 
    ‘Thomas More isn’t here anywhere!’ Juliet complained, ‘they’re all Ancient Greek.’  
 
    ‘What? Just throw more heads! More philosophers!’  
 
    ‘Why don’t you cast some fireballs Alice? What are you doing, huh?’  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’  
 
    ‘You’re the one with the superpowers! Why don’t you use them?’ 
 
    Winged gargoyles swarmed about the cave entrance so much that Dale couldn’t see Alice and Juliet anymore. But, given the gargoyles weren’t diving inside, he got the idea both girls remained at the entrance desperately fighting off the prying hands and snapping jaws. 
 
    A blue fireball burst out of the entrance, overwhelming the gargoyles and then like a black hole, swallowed them all up, swelling into the valley. As Dale’s barkskin face trickled with blue sparks like raindrops, he had forgotten how beautiful that blue flame could be and then seconds later when it sizzled over his features, he recalled how infernal that heat could be.  
 
    And his unnatural, big-lipped tree mouth dangled open to roar with pain.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    As Dale staggered through the tunnels, human again, he clasped his face and wept. Where the blue sparks had resembled teardrops falling from his eyes, now it was real tears falling from his eyes and the saltwater stung what scars were left. His face, although fleshy, meaty again, felt as if it were cooking in extra virgin olive oil, and that had him wailing out into the Underworld. Even if he was back in his old waistcoat, black trousers and shirt, yes, “the mortician look”, the sounds he made were no less horrible than what he had screeched as a tree.  
 
    Except this time he was human.  
 
    All too human.  
 
    His black coattails, which days ago had all done up for a fine evening out at the carnival, meant that he felt like that old movie he had once seen, The Phantom of the Opera.  
 
    At least the scars meant he didn’t look that different from any other teenager, his features clouded with acne instead of being barkskin. 
 
    A glance in a flat cave surface, one black as a mirror, and Dale saw, yes, the scars were not that different from a regular teenager. There was none of this Lon Chaney shit. Instead his face just looked crumpled and raw, and Dale had the feeling the others wouldn’t even notice; after all, they were going to question him about bigger things when he got back.  
 
    That was if they were going to question him and not just demolish him with fireballs.  
 
    As he stumbled out of the caves, into that familiar sand valley with ghosts flying everywhere, and that huge steel train bisecting the landscape, it occurred to him that mother and daughter might have the opportunity to pelt him with fire at the same time.  
 
    That was if Alice and Juliet reached the train before he did.  
 
    The two girls slung themselves along, struggling against the storm of ghosts which came hard as the winter winds, and as Dale chased after, himself having to shield from numerous ghosts, he wondered which of these poor souls Alice was responsible for.  
 
    A woman and her adolescent son, both naked, both covered in bites and scratches, threw themselves at Alice with the wildest screams. She put her hands over her eyes, the poor girl, and when the ghosts vanished, it was as if she had been hit by a particularly wintery gust and dowsed with snowflakes.  
 
    She stood there, shivering. For once Dale thought he saw vulnerability.  
 
    That was when, feeling like a big, bad wolf, all creepy and sinister striding through the darkness of the Greek Underworld, he made his move.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY  
 
    ‘Alice, don’t be afraid of me!’  
 
    ‘Dale?’  
 
    ‘Alice, I’m me! I’m normal! I’m human again. Look. See. Don’t be afraid of me, please!’  
 
    ‘No, Alice! Leave him! He’ll die in the Underworld! We can’t take him with us!’  
 
    ‘Hey, I saved you life you ungrateful bitch! This is how you repay me?’  
 
    Ghosts flew left, right and centre. But, for once, Dale wasn’t looking at them and didn’t even bother shielding his eyes when they flew straight through him. He focused on something else.  
 
    Juliet’s hand on Alice’s shoulder dragging her towards the still stationary train and that look she gave Dale stirred his ire so bad. He wished to be a tree again, if only so he could teach her some manners.  
 
    His outstretched hand which had been ever so gentlemanly suddenly curled into a fist. 
 
    Alice had her own hand outstretched, and it was full of those flames blue as pretty little petals. Except, even at this distance, they didn’t feel like pretty little petals: they bristled like razors.  
 
    And Dale shrank back, ashamed.  
 
    He told himself he was ashamed and not just scared. Juliet, too, had shrank back, and she was scared, not just scared of him, but scared of Alice and what those flames would do if they went off too close to her face. But, mostly, Dale assessed, Juliet was scared of him. Her eyes wouldn’t meet his.  
 
    ‘We can just abandon him in the Underworld,’ she told Alice just a little too loudly. ‘We don’t have to kill him. We can just leave him here. Come on, the train’s over there.’  
 
    The long metallic, futuristic train lay slung out about two hundred paces from where they stood, hardly “over there” but, at the same time, not too far that it couldn’t be reached after a minute of running. Its bright metallic paint glimmered in the gloom. Its front bared menacingly at Dale and the others as if even the vehicle knew but, its windows so far away, he couldn’t see inside and guessed those in there, Molly and the others, couldn’t see him and the two girls.  
 
    Alice looked at the train and then at Dale.  
 
    Her lip twitched.  
 
    Before she could plan, Dale heard this noise he would later describe as a thousand kettles reaching boiling point.  
 
    This hissing.  
 
    But whatever he thought that sound resembled, he knew what really made it; and so with a heavy heart, that was already pounding fast, turned around to see the hydra.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE  
 
    Hurling itself out the caves, the monster clambered over the valley with its heads hissing and gargling toxic poison.  
 
    Its shadow drowned Dale.  
 
    This huge shadow falling over him the way night descended, extinguishing even the lights from all the ghosts and, underground, their lights and the train’s lights had been why the hydra could cast a shadow to begin with. Now, there was just the train’s lights, and those lights sucked in Alice and Juliet as the two girls ran towards it.  
 
    Dale, though, some paces back, was abandoned to the hydra.  
 
    And that was when he knew, covered by so much dimness, his ears blasted with hissing, that he would have to do something extraordinary to get back to that train.  
 
    That was why he turned to face the hydra, green leaves trickling out his mouth. His fingers, long, sharp, felt like twigs again.  
 
    And then he roared and bared his new carnivorous fangs.  
 
    Up he went, ten feet tall again. While that was not as large as the hydra, it would certainly help.  
 
    Barkskin cascaded down his face; most of which now felt rough rather than fleshy and vulnerable.  
 
    The ghost blew past his hair, or what he thought was hair,  
 
    The hydra was this magnificent scaled monster, and if Dale hadn’t been determined to rip its heads off, he might’ve stopped to admire its scaled body and the many black tiles which resembled those such as would’ve been placed on a Chinese roof. Over all, the hydra did have a look that was far more oriental than Greek with those tongues and hissing mouths like things out of a New Year’s dragon. 
 
    Really, it didn’t matter what passport this hydra had, its fangs were stained with blood and its thin pupils came crazed. Dale got so scared, the closer he came to this huge serpent, that was about to strike him, that he flinched, and that meant his first blow wasn’t as good as he wanted.  
 
    So many heads, and both fists had to miss all of them and fling himself right past the hydra onto the grey sand.  
 
    His face sank flat into the sand and while, when he had hit those fine granules, parts of his face had still been that soft, mushy human flesh; when his head raised back up, he just knew now the transformation was complete and he was all tree.  
 
    As he flung out his hands, or what used to be hands, which were now the familiar barkskin palms with sharp pointed twigs fingers, he knew only the tree could defeat the hydra.  
 
    Dale could never.  
 
    And as he realized this, the express train started to life behind him and roared about the valley. His heart, or whatever the ticking thing was in chest, started up double-time; they were getting ready to abandon him, he just knew it.  
 
    At least they would rather abandon him than fling a fireball at his head; that was the other choice.  
 
    If that tree was going to defeat the hydra, it better do it fast.  
 
    A gnarly, dribbling tree, one that used to be Dale but was not anymore, hurled itself at the hydra and met the monster head-on.  
 
    They crashed together with devastating thunder-and-lightning and rolled about the sand, roaring.  
 
    Dale ripped off one of the hydra’s heads with his clawed tree fingers and holding the head by its long stem neck, used it as a bludgeon to beat several of the other heads. He must’ve smacked off about a dozen of the nipping, swerving things but for every head that came off… 
 
    A new hissing head, its tongue lolling, spat up in its place.  
 
    And soon Dale was forced into a retreat, back-pacing, holding two hydra heads now by their long necks and swinging both like maces.  
 
    A wail came from behind him that, even without seeing, he could guess the cause of; and his heart sank.  
 
    Indeed, a glance over in that direction made out the express train shooting up the cave passage, out of sight away from him and the hydra and back towards the Underworld doors. If Dale recalled correctly, there was an intricate maze of passages in between that valley and those doors, and that he would need to navigate that, remembering each and every turn, exactly; all with the nipping hydra at his back.  
 
    Unless he took care of the hydra.  
 
    He swung one of the hydra-head-maces back at the creature, lashing out half its heads and then, one two, swung the other hydra-head mace, and took out the other half. Now there was this huge headless hydra, one with a dozen stumps, waddling about the valley like a beheaded chicken. Its heads lay scattered about the grey ashy sand. Dale dropped the maces and had to kick three heads out the way as he sped for the caves.  
 
    And then he was off, speeding through the cave passages, still a tree but maybe not for long. Behind him was this trail of spring leaves fresh with dew, but they were getting smaller, more dry and shrivelled like victims of the changing season. Spring giving way to summer then autumn. Soon, once the leaves became crunchy and black, and every single leaf had dropped off his branches and treetop, that was when Dale knew he would soon be human again. His fingers shortened back into their little fat white stubs. And again, he found himself back in what felt like heavy undertaker clothes, the jacket and trousers just a bit baggy on him this time. Every time he transformed, he must’ve lost weight, and the clothes made it hard from him to lurch about the tunnels the way he did: trying to remember which way was which from hours — maybe even DAYS — ago, when they had first sped down into this place.  
 
    The express train’s screeching, ear-drum-peeling, cats-burning-in-Hell-wail had him going left and right trying to catch up with it.  
 
    And while in normal circumstances, this would’ve been impossible with his little human legs, although his long tree ones had given him a good start with their magnificent dark strides, Dale was left with the distinct impression the train was lost same as him, prowling about the tunnels.  
 
    Only a matter of time before they —  
 
    A turn around this passage, and then he saw it.  
 
    The train.  
 
    Its lights blinded.  
 
    HEADING STRAIGHT FOR HIM.  
 
    What apocalyptic blasting noise came from beneath its carriages, powered by blue flame, and this was accompanied by the fiery rain of sparks, and, once again, that burning-Hell-cat, screech, drowned out Dale’s own scream as he lurched to the cavern wall and, hugging it tight, prayed he wouldn’t be crushed. That tree-speed, unnaturally fast, had done him a favour for if he was truly a human, he would’ve been run down.  
 
    And it was there, his face smooshed against the cavern wall, hands splayed out and legs stretched duck-like, that Dale remembered he had to get on this train. So just as the train ploughed past, he swivelled around and threw his arms out for the sliding doors.  
 
    The doors opened.  
 
    Dale snatched their handle, ensuing he was taken along at what felt like light-speed.  
 
    His head, which had lashed, back out of control, ripped forwards now, threw the doors and into the train.  
 
    That was how he found himself looking inside at the others, the doors having opened with a blast of leaves, out of breath, gasping, as he hung from a moving train.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO  
 
    Dale hadn’t even calculated they wouldn’t want him inside and might throw him back out; he tripped straight inside, doing a one-step, two-step, one-step over the train carriage floor as if he was playing hopscotch. If he was playing hopscotch, then he was playing it badly, and after that second one-step, fell flat on his face.  
 
    Opening the doors had unleashed a vacuum of noise into the train, the Underworld screaming outside, but that didn’t prevent the heavy shudder of those electronic sliding doors closing. For when that happened, the train returned back to normal.  
 
    Dale had fallen onto the floor in a pile of rustic, red autumn leaves, ones he himself had carried along into the train. Maybe he wasn’t fully human again. And so as he rose, paying only half-attention to the faces around, he grappled at his shirt and face to make sure he was no tree.  
 
    Doing that cast him off-balance, as did the floor leaves, and whoopsie-daisy, he was sent skidding like Laurel-and-Hardy over into a train-pole. There, he clasped the pole with both arms. Feet, too. His shoes, normal again, if slightly battered, curled around it. Pink in the face, he looked about and did a full panorama of the train. To say the least, the others were shocked.  
 
    All except Mrs Collins, who wasn’t there; presumably driving the train.  
 
    That was why they continued surging down the Underworld tunnels. The interior lights flickered on and off as the other passengers approached Dale.  
 
    The gigantic playing card, who had one hand resting on his chin and the other resting on his axe, was the first one to speak.  
 
    ‘Keen to get on, aren’t you?’  
 
    Dale acknowledged this by smacking his lips, tossing his head back and then brushing the leaves off his jacket.  
 
    He sat down, one hand dangling between his legs, to show his fellow passengers he meant no harm. The huge swathe of leaves down where he landed freaked people out, he could tell.  
 
    ‘I just wanna get back to my book,’ Dale said.  
 
    ‘There’s nothing left of your book,’ Alice said. ‘All your friends and parents are dead. By now, the trees have most likely eaten so much, they’ve ripped the pages out and started eating the spine. There’s not even a book anymore. Most likely, they’ve eaten the author.’  
 
    (Author’s note) 
 
    I had returned to my F. Scott Fitzgerald tribute to discover the climatic carnival, in which Daisy was to propose marriage to Tom, had been destroyed, and there was nothing left. So I sat at my writing desk, poured out a glass of Jim Beam and, wait, wait a second, what’s that noise at the window — 
 
    Dale’s eyes met Daisy as they processed their small-town all-American F. Scott Fitzgerald rip-off, where they had grown up and spent their entire lives, was no more. She was lot more angry and cut-up about this, her cheeks steaming grey.  
 
    ‘Thanks, Alice,’ she whispered.  
 
    ‘You’re welcome,’ Alice said.  
 
    Dale cursed under his breath.  
 
    ‘You’ve got a lot more to worry about now,’ came Juliet’s voice. 
 
     Dale had to search about to see her, lying down across the leather seats, one palm rested flat along her big belly. His eyes instantly drew to that belly, and what was most likely inside it, though the huge breastplate she wore covered that up; and then he saw the Narcissus flower stuffed into the armour’s upper-half right near her shoulder. The way he saw it, she was just as much a danger to this train as he was: all those little snapping dogs hours away from being born. Why should he be the one to get kicked out? He was so distracted, and annoyed, that he said perhaps the worst possible thing.  
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ he said under his breath, even if he knew full well what she meant.  
 
    ‘He means you’re a monster, Dale!’ Jane the English girl said. ‘You’ve transformed into a ten-foot-tall abomination several times now!’  
 
    Even Daisy nodded at him. ‘It’s true.’  
 
    Just stab me in the heart, why don’t you, was what ran through Dale’s mind like a waterfall. That last betrayal hurt, from his last remaining friend; oh god, it hurt. And he couldn’t even look at Daisy. He couldn’t speak.  
 
    Down his eyes went along the floor at the dozens of leaves spread out there which, inadvertently, proved the point of everyone who had spoken. These dry, crusty red Autumn leaves which looked like ripped-out hearts.  
 
    Mrs Collins still hadn’t emerged from the driver’s room which, door closed, had this light flickering out from under the door, which made Dale feel like he was staring at a parent’s study, with them hard at work inside. Well, she was hard at work — and in Dale’s book it was a rarity to see a woman hard at work but, never mind, that book didn’t exist anymore and in this book, the women had it easier than the men. That was, he didn’t know any guys who could cast blue flames with their hands. That said, exchanging just a glance with Jack, and then staring at Juliet, he didn’t know any guys who were pregnant with Cerberus puppies, either.  
 
    Their train sped through the last dark plains of the Underworld towards a waterfall of light.  
 
    The open doors.  
 
    Out they barrelled, the train flopping downwards, back into Olympia. Those heart-shaped leaves flew up, along with anything else not nailed down. The commotion had everyone on board rushing to grab a metal pole, and they all rushed away from Dale. He got the point.  
 
    Their train sped across the grassland, lifting upwards, aiming for the trees.  
 
    So, he rushed away from them, further down the train, towards the back, and when he clasped the metal pole, it was his forehead pressing against it, gently knocking. Stupid, stupid. He shouldn’t have gotten on this train — he might’ve had a chance at survival back in the Underworld. The others switched positions but without looking away; they didn’t look at each other, they all looked at him. He didn’t look anywhere else. He looked at them. He got the point. And while the others stayed back, Jack the playing card trod forwards — Dale’s gaze lingered on his axe. A chill went down the back of his neck. The reason Jack, and his huge axe, had come forward didn’t escape him. Dale got the point. Oh, this time, he would really get the point.  
 
    The train shot for the treeline.  
 
    Dale, and the others held on tight, but when Dale shut his eyes, it wasn’t just because of the vertigo. Jack and his axe were paces away. 
 
     A colossal noise came from behind: what sounded like a volcanic eruption of earth cracking, breaking, with lava spitting.  
 
    Dale whipped around to see the black scaly tail flash past the train window near his face. 
 
    The train then shuddered as it rammed against the tree-line, sliding onto the branches to use them as makeshift tracks like before, and while Dale clung to the pole the entire time, his eyes squinting; he couldn’t get the hydra tail out his mind. When the train became steady again seconds later, he looked about the train and it appeared the others couldn’t forget, either. They weren’t looking at him anymore. They were looking about the windows, their eyes flickering everywhere, trying to catch another hint of that tail as the train soared through the Ancient Greek skyline.  
 
     When they didn’t look at the windows, though, they looked at him.  
 
    ‘You killed the hydra, right,’ Jack said.  
 
    ‘You killed the hydra, right,’ Jane repeated.  
 
    ‘Right?’ Daisy prompted.  
 
    He swallowed. It was hard to think straight with the surging train and the calamity atop the roof.  
 
    ‘I believe so,’ Dale choked. 
 
    ‘YOU BELIEVE SO?’ screamed Alice. ‘WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?’ 
 
    The train surged like a lightning bolt across the sky, and everyone had to leap around and hold onto the metal poles.  
 
    ‘Whoa, boy,’ Daisy said.  
 
    Dale was close enough to hear the two girls he had rescued from the Underworld interact.  
 
    ‘I hope your mom knows what she’s doing,’ Juliet whispered to Alice.  
 
    ‘Of course she does,’ Alice said.  
 
    He wasn’t the only one who heard, because Daisy yelled over Jane’s shoulder right into Alice’s face.  
 
    ‘WHERE IS YOUR MOM? TELL HER TO TOODLE-PIP AND BE RIGHT OVER BECAUSE WE NEED HER NOW!’  
 
    Dale had thought this was a little harsh, but it started a fight between the two girls at a time when everyone needed it the least. He would never understand women, but when Alice let go of the metal pole to trash-talk Daisy, that was when his confusion reached new heights. 
 
    ‘She’s not the Fairy Godmother, okay?’ Alice said, flexing her shoulders, unbelievably defensive. ‘She doesn’t just come down here when you need her. She’s got a job to do, okay? She’s got to drive the train?’  
 
    ‘I think her job is to get rid of the hydra on the roof!’ exclaimed Daisy.  
 
    Dale wanted to take his friend’s side as she quarrelled with Alice but the fresh memory of her betraying him lingered in his mind, and instead he just clung to the metal pole as if he were in a raging storm. The leaves blew around him, as the train sailing across the tree-branches high in the air made things feel cold, and the hydra scuppering over the train-roof felt like thunder-and-lightning.  
 
    He glanced out the window.  
 
    The train surged above the minotaur labyrinth.  
 
    But he only had a brief second to look at that before down came the hydra’s tail again, dangling past his window to give him this winking, almost naughty glimpse, and then, whoosh, it was gone again, and the tail reappeared by Jane’s window. When she screamed, and fell backwards, nearly fainting, whoosh, the tail went again, and there were a few precious seconds where nobody could see the hydra, just hear it rumbling across the carriage roofs again.  
 
    Once again, it sounded like the most vibrant, expressionistic thunder, beautiful, spooky stuff from old paintings.  
 
    And then two-dozen dozen hydra  heads dropped by every window; and everybody screamed.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE  
 
    The train hurtled along the Ancient Greek skyline, over the turquoise sea and spiralling up towards the vast forests where soon it would soar along the branches like train-tracks again.  
 
    That was if everyone inside hadn’t lost their minds. They cried, clutching the poles, and the hydra’s stampeding feet on the roofs, along with its hissing heads, didn’t help to calm matters. Dale had only to take one look at those heads, even worse in broad daylight, to push his face back against the pole and close his eyes, weeping. Daylight accentuated the hydra’s harsh reptilian face with its sharp cheeks, chin, chin, and, most of all, sharp curved fangs which indeed looked so sharp that when he stared, his eyes prickled as if even they had been cut. 
 
    And Dale might be the expect on the hydra, considering some of the others had yet to venture down into the Underworld; never mind Alice had told them what the monster was earlier.  
 
    ‘Damn it! It’s a damn snake!’ Jack screamed. ‘I hate snakes!’  
 
    ‘It’s a leviathan!’ Jane screamed.  
 
    ‘That’s not a snake or a leviathan, it’s a hydra!’ Alice corrected, ‘and there’s only one way to kill a hydra: with a big blast of blue fire, everyone get behind me!’  
 
    ‘If you say so!’ announced Daisy and she was the first one to dart right behind Alice.  
 
    Juliet, though, who looked like she would’ve had problems anyway with her huge belly vibrating with puppies, clenched her friend’s sleeve.  
 
    ‘Alice, you’ll be killed!’  
 
    ‘No, not if we remain calm,’ Alice said with a twinkle of her blue eyes bright as the fire she was about to cast.  
 
    That was when each pair of the sliding train doors shuddered open, and in with their long serpentine necks swerved those two dozen hydra heads.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    The train raced past what remained of the Colossus of Rhodes, its head decapitated, where the numerous leaves around the statue’s base told the story of what it looked like this to begin with.  
 
    Anywhere Dale looked inside the train, he saw a hydra head.  
 
    One hissing head struck right for him, its dextrous neck coiling around, and he lunged out the way. That didn’t deter the hydra head which, minorly inconvenienced, struck again. Dale dodged behind a train pole. The hydra whipped around the pole, and as Dale also ran around, he soon found the hydra head had in effect coiled about him like a boa constrictor, its original head now looming closer. God, what an ugly thing it was with its massive head like this ancient stone carving one might find on the emblem of a grand regal house, all cruel and proud with huge pupils and narrow slits for eyes, its fangs rearing prominent and pointed.  
 
    And those fangs were about to pierce.  
 
    Dale angled his neck back against the pole far as he could, the head getting closer, and even if he only lived another few seconds, he wanted the hydra to hurry up because those cold concentrating pupils and its bared mouth were one of the worst sights he had ever seen; and the thought it would be the last thing he would see, well that was too much to bear.  
 
    The hydra coils around his chest trapped him against the pole, but they were not so sharp that he wasn’t able to twist and dodge the head again when it swung for him.  
 
    Buck! 
 
    The hydra struck, missed his head and bashed against the metal train-pole with a nasty noise that had even Dale feeling pity. When the head swung back, he saw, astounded, that one of its fangs had been knocked out and clattered over the train floor.                
 
    ‘Way to go Dale!’ cheered Daisy from the other end of the train, holding her dress with one hand and pumping the air with the other, although she stuttered, nervous; herself dodging numerous hydra heads.  
 
    Dale nodded and then turned back to see the hydra head swinging about, dazed, looking all goofy with that missing tooth.  
 
    ‘’Jesus,’ he whispered.  
 
    To be honest he was a bit put-out at Daisy cheering him like this when before she had been behind Jack as he prepared to cut Dale’s head off. But Daisy hadn’t known that. Had she? This was pretty big, but Dale had even bigger things to worry about as the maniacal hydra swung for him once again with its last remaining fang.  
 
    Dale dodged left and right again.  
 
    His head swung back, past the pole, and it was there he fell out of the hydra coils completely. The head that had been going for him lurched right past the pole and then, suffering a bout of bad luck, crashed right into another hydra head.  
 
    The two heads burst apart in an orgy of black oil. That the blood had appeared red in the Underworld, he put down naturally to the gloomy temperament down there, where everything unnatural had been lurid and colourful such as Alice’s flames or Cerberus’s blue eyes.  
 
    Flecks of the stuff went on his undertaker suit which, being the colour that it was, concealed the muck. That didn’t mean he wasn’t appalled.  
 
    ‘Jeeezus,’ Dale breathed.  
 
    And then he ducked again to avoid the next hydra head coming at him. That hydra head, more canny than the last, soon coiled around him and seemed to be going for the constrictor method as the last hydra head had done. Dale inhaled, his eyes lifting, as those coils went around; and his only saving grace was that they hadn’t tightened yet. This was it, old buddy, old pal. Or it wasn’t, as the huge bundles of hydra coils were hefty yarns of ropes; and when their hydra head shot for Dale’s chest, he just held up the hydra coils and WHAM, BLAST, the creature bit into its own neck and decapitated itself. Black oil sprayed into Dale’s face. That hydra head thrashed and jumped about with its many coiled-neck like a runaway garden hose gotten out of control.  
 
    Black hydra blood splattered down the floors, over the ceiling and on the seats, and some of the stuff went in Dale’s hair where it felt like dextrous shiny gel.  
 
    Jack stamped down on the hydra neck’s and that stopped the gush.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Daisy huffed. ‘Thank you, god.’  
 
    ‘Don’t thank God,’ Jack said. ‘Thank me.’  
 
    She blinked at the playing car’s lack of awareness, but only briefly; for there were many hydra heads still flying.  
 
    And now Jack had his axe, and had presumably lost his fear of snakes, soon there would be a lot less. He went left and right, twirling his axe, and soon there were hydra heads littering the train floor like discarded footballs. 
 
     Dale, in fact, had to hurl himself out of the way to avoid the flying hydra heads, and his sleeve got ripped by one of the dead head’s fangs. So he took his jacket off, and that had been a long time coming; he was going to throw it on one of the seats but this other hydra head flying straight for him told Dale there were other uses. He held out the  jacket like a matador cape and when this hydra saw that, it paused. Dale’s upper-lip twitched. Funny. No, not funny. Perfect.  
 
    Their train kept hurtling along the Ancient Greek skyline, above the many fields, towns and cities ravaged by man-eating trees.  
 
    The hydra watched Dale’s jacket; the creature a cross between a captivated angry bull and a cobra being charmed. He swished it side to side feeling rather silly, and then of course the hydra charged, and he had to yank the jacket out the way, and the hydra flew head-on into another metal pole.  
 
    ‘Yes!’ Dale cried, enraptured.  
 
    Another one of Alice’s fireballs catapulted into a few  hydra heads behind him and momentarily caught his attention.  
 
    That distracted him from another hydra head flying straight for his neck and, just at the last second, Dale ducked.  
 
    He didn’t make it.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    The hydra crashed into him so fast, it carried him off his feet and across the carriage into the nearest window which, stiff, tough, didn’t crash. The hydra crashed into him so fast the hydra forgot to close to its fangs around anything, and Dale was left with the sight of these ginormous hydra jaws, opening, closing, opening, closing.  
 
    His own hands were around its neck and, tight as he could, he throttled.  
 
    The hydra choked and spat, and Dale worried what he was getting dowsed with might be hydra venom but, when it sloshed down his coat, it felt like frothy milkshake. Still, he made a mental note not to swallow any of it.  
 
    The hydra’s face contorted to such a terrible degree it was like it was trying to ruin a photo. Dale had time to peer out the window behind, seeing Ancient Greece disappear beneath him as they raced through it one-hundred miles per hour. The man-eating trees recoiled below, their train like some horrible heavenly comet. A few stray blue flames flew off to disintegrate some unlucky snarling oaks.  
 
    Dale had the hydra go soft and mushy in his hands, its head flopped to one side, and then he knew it was dead.  
 
    So he swung it about like a lasso and hooked another few hydra heads about in a big loop. Wow, he was cowboy. He always wanted to be a cowboy. Dale tightened the lasso, netting his four heads. But that didn’t stop them turning around, gnashing their fangs. 
 
    He stumbled back.  
 
    Jack swung his axe and lopped off the four heads with one swing.  
 
    ‘Thank god,’ Dale breathed as black oil splattered his shirt and waist-jacket.  
 
    ‘Don’t thank god,’ Jack said. ‘Thank me.’  
 
    Dale nodded.  
 
    Before the playing card could get too cocky, another two hydra heads swooped over and forced him away from Dale; he couldn’t count on Jack’s help anymore, and this was the moment when he needed it the most. Another head swooped to the left of him and went to bite.  
 
    A blue fireball decimated the head.  
 
    Dale turned to see Alice give an OK symbol.  
 
    ‘ ‘Bout time,’ he said.  
 
    Distracted, he didn’t notice the hydra grabbing his other arm with its mouth and so, WHAM, that hydra found itself knocked away by another one of Alice’s fireballs.  
 
    She gave him a thumbs up.  
 
    But then Alice got surrounded by five hydra heads, all hissing. The hydra head that had been set on fire swerved back to attack Dale and he had to lunge out of the way onto the floor. Crawling backwards, he looked for a weapon but there was nothing on the ground except leaves and twigs. Still, better than nothing. He grabbed a clutch of the leaves and twigs and shoved them into the hydra’s mouth. So, the hydra hovered back, its mouth stuffed, chewing on “salad”. Dale’s hand scrapped about behind his back looking for a weapon. Only to grab another train pole. Better than nothing.  
 
    He hoisted himself back into the pole and, the way the train ascended, that meant sliding down. Not just his back banged against the pole but his butt cheeks slid between it; and Dale felt the fertile leaves that had grown there amidst the pubic hair be pushed aside. He gasped, anguished.  
 
    The hydra, still chewing, got decapitated by Jack. Its severed head rolled down to Dale’s leg.  
 
    ‘Thanks, Jack,’ he breathed. 
 
    ‘No big deal,’ said the card.  
 
    Another pair of heads then chased Jack away. A duet of hissing chased him back down train to where he only had to deal with more hydra heads. And then Dale was left at the train’s other end still pressed into the metal pole.  
 
    Another head rushed through the doors and straight for his neck. Dale ducked. Dodged. Rolled.  
 
    Rolled away from the pole.  
 
    Rolled under the leather seats. 
 
    The head swerved after, hissing, shrieking. What Dale saw under those chairs was like a demonic Halloween mask, one attached to a long fat lizard neck, pouncing right for him, and it was due to some quick lurching that he was able to avoid being bitten.  
 
    Down he went beneath the leather seats kicking himself further away. The hydra head chasing him, and straining its neck to do so, was soon joined by another hydra head underneath the seats. And was when Dale started scratching at the leather seats, too, sweat pouring down his forehead, to propel himself as quickly as possible.  
 
    He was sweating so much that under each armpit, he felt new moist leaves spring up amidst that grassy black natural body hair. Over his belly was another rippling chain of leaves, hanging from what felt like a stem, pointy and prickly.  
 
    Through his hair, which had gotten sweaty and greasy, there were also new leaves and they were so prominent that one, a deep fern green, poked out his fringe. 
 
    And the worst thing he felt was a few small new leaves spouting down in between his legs and the cramped hot body hair down there, their oval shapes dangling beside his penis, green and dew-slicked. 
 
    Hard as it was to imagine, all of this happening to his body was the least of Dale’s worries.  
 
    His main worry would be the two hydra heads, the ones that had swam beneath the seats. 
 
    Both heads lashed out like cobras. He kicked their faces. They blinked their heads. He scrambled over and, yet again, his hand slapped about the floor like a suffocating fish in its search for a weapon.  
 
    This time, he found success.  
 
    A hydra fang.  
 
    The one he knocked out earlier.  
 
    He slid out from under the seats for the fang, grabbed it; and so hastily, his gentle, petal-like palms almost cut themselves to shreds. Dale’s teeth gritted.  
 
    He gouged out one of the hydra’s eyes and sent it pinballing over the floor, wall to wall. Ding, ding, ding! As that hydra jerked about, face bloody, distraught, he then turned to the other hydra head and slashed its face in half.  
 
    Then he splayed out his arms, looking down his chest splattered with oily black hydra blood.  
 
    The hydra that had been gashed, one eye out, did the impossible and swiped about the train lashing out at anything nearby, which meant every other hydra head. Soon a dozen hydra heads were sprawled over the carriage floor, their faces literally ripped off. And a few people who had been cornered, Daisy, Jack, and Jane to name a few, now beheld only a handful of heads flying about the train corridor. 
 
    Two of those heads had accidentally intertwined, their necks knotting quite nicely like a well-tied boot lace, and disorientated, they were reduced to biting each other’s faces to bloody bits. Out popped their eyes. Their tongues, severed. Hydras with faces like sloppy leftover pizza.  
 
    Dale stepped back with a grin, self-assured, and then he heard this embarrassing squidgy sound beneath his shoe.  
 
    He lifted it.  
 
    His face fell at the white mash beneath 
 
    A hydra’s eyeball.  
 
    Bang.  
 
    The driver’s door flew open. And Mrs Molly Collins shouldered out, budging Alice her daughter out the way. Dale couldn’t have been the only one who looked over in that direction but soon, he had to look away.  
 
    A blue light bright as the sun eclipsed the train corridor. Not a fireball, no flames, but just light. The brightest light anyone had ever seen, and as it approached, that light felt like both the beginning and end of the universe. So bright that everything it touched became swallowed up, and soon there was no looking away. Even if Dale felt like his eyeballs, hardly human at this point, were about to melt in his skull, there was no looking away.  
 
    Down it went bathing the other passengers and hydra heads in its blue glow. And Dale, so mesmerised that he was petrified, felt the leaves all over his body flicker and burn as the light overwhelmed.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    When the train corridor became dull and gloomy again, the light extinguished, it was obvious the hydra heads had all burnt to a crisp. They had dropped off their necks simple as snipped roses, dissolving into ashy bundles down on the floor. Other than this, and the blue sparks hovering about the air, there was no real change.  
 
    Dale couldn’t have been the only one rocking back and forth, gasping. And, true, he wasn’t. Daisy, Alice, Jane, Juliet, and even Jack were rocking backwards and forth, breathing in and out, and for a brief moment that was all the noise there was in the corridor. It appeared, despite the pandemonium earlier, that everyone had survived the hydra attack.  
 
    The train climbed the Land of Olympia’s spiral geography, heading for the mountains, heading for Olympus; this near-monolithic gold light glittering about the house up high.  
 
    And everyone in the train breathed in and out.  
 
    Jane sank down to the carriage floor, amidst the ashes, and blew some of them away as if they were dandelion seeds. 
 
    Jack, slung next to his axe, took a deep studious breath as if he were aware the fight wasn’t over.  
 
    It wasn’t.  
 
    Alice and Juliet held hands as the big girl, weakened, sat down on one of the leather chairs.  
 
    And Daisy shot Dale ad look and then a gesture up that had him looking the same direction.  
 
    This thunderous “scuppering” occurred directly above his head as a large creature, one that had suffered a grievous blow — but apparently not that grievous — went across the train-carriage roof.  
 
    The fight wasn’t over.  
 
    Dale, who had been biting his lip, side-stepped and made his way slowly to the train doors; the entire time he avoided looking at Daisy. His last remaining friend. Yet, precisely because she was his last remaining friend, she knew what he was about to do.  
 
    He went for the nearest doors.  
 
    ‘Dale, you can’t.’  
 
    ‘Daisy, I have to.’  
 
    They talked like they used to in the old book they shared together.  
 
    ‘You can’t just throw your life away like that.’  
 
    ‘Life is pretty cheap nowadays.’  
 
    ‘LET HIM GO!’ Jane begged. ‘PLEASE JUST LET HIM GET THE FOR GOODNESS TO GRACIOUS PROVERBIAL OUT OF HERE AND LEAVE US ALL IN PEACE! THANK YOU VERY MUCH!’ 
 
    ‘Shut up, bitch!’ Daisy reacted.  
 
    ‘Ladies, please,’ Jack said.  
 
    For god’s sake, I don’t need this.’ Alice face-palmed herself with a weary sigh. ‘Nobody needs this. Not at this hour. 
 
    Dale watched them argue with a faint, gentlemanly amusement, not taking sides, and then he stepped away.  
 
    He went for the nearest doors. 
 
    But the train went into a nosedive.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Dale’s hand shot for the nearest pole even as his feet skidded downwards. Just about everybody fell; even Jack the playing card, who Dale had guessed would’ve been adept to any situation. They all fell into nearby poles or over leather seats, and avoided falling too far down the falling train.  
 
    A train that had plummeted off the mountains and down for the woods, the place where Dale and his friends had first met Mrs Collins not so long ago.  
 
    The train fell through the clouds, down towards the trees, and despite the heavy steel weight of the thing, it fell light as a feather.  
 
    The train still fell, though; and if you weren’t balanced, you were in trouble.  
 
    Alice had taken them there and then, as they soon discovered, In all the excitement nobody had noticed Mrs Collins slipping back into the driver’s compartment and making that hard down turn towards the trees. Presumably, she had the luxury of a seat-belt to strap herself in. Of course she did. Bitch. As Dale thought about this, his jaws flapping and cheeks puffing up through the air, his resentment grew. He had never asked for this; not the falling train or the rescue mission to find Alice or to escape from his small-town, to begin with.  
 
    As Dale clenched the pole, his teeth gritting, due to the extreme physics, his palms turned deep rouge and spittle came out his mouth. Thank god it wasn’t leaves this time; the leaves he had brought into the train with him had been burnt to a crisp by Mrs Collins and now they were flying about like snowflakes.  
 
    He could’ve hidden in one of the tents. Yes, the tents, and not gone along with Alice when she offered him, Tom, Daisy and the others an escape from their town beset by man-eating trees. He looked over at Daisy, who clung to a metal pole herself, and the gown she wore billowed upwards to show her petticoats and stockings, and Dale tried not to look. She had always been too good for Tom.  
 
    Now, as he tasted dew in his mouth and felt more tree-sap sifting in his stomach, he knew she was too good for him.  
 
    He wondered if Daisy, clinging to that poor for dear life, making a noise like a boiling kettle by clasping her lips together, had been thinking the same thing as him, that they never should have left their small town. Man-eating trees or no. But, Daisy, as she clung to that pole, wasn’t looking at him or at anything else in the train.  
 
    She looked out the window.  
 
    Transfixed by the falling hydra.  
 
    The monster, with its heads all stumps, and now with just clawed feet and a big scaly tail, fell through the clouds just like their train did and with the same speed, too, headed for the ground.  
 
    And Dale, as he clung onto the pole, got the idea that when the hydras hit the ground, it would be with a lot less grace; in fact, it would be with a great deal of red.  
 
    Even if right now, as the hydra fell, it did so with the strange and otherworldly grace of a falling star.  
 
    Right up until it parted from their train, blown by the wind, and fell a lot faster to the ground. There, the hydra landed with this colossal thump.  
 
    And, despite the extreme difficulties in killing it, Dale certainly didn’t need to see a dead body to know that it was dead. That bang it produced, splayed out on the ground, was as accented as full-stop as he could ever hope to receive. He was happy to hope. Besides, all the man-eating trees running about the ground, even if the hydra were alive, it wouldn’t stay alive for long.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    When their train hit the ground, speeding through the forests, Dale let go of the pole and sighed. Their train was this god almighty mess of black ash played everything, coating the steel floor thin as snow, and even sprinkled on the faces, hair, and clothes of his fellow passengers.  
 
    He was so busy looking at the black specks on their faces, their cheeks, around their eyes, he didn’t realise those eyes were looking at him.  
 
    Everyone, in fact, looked at Dale and slowly approached.  
 
    Among them was Jack, who bore his axe out in front again.  
 
    ‘Oh goodness gracious me,’ Dale said, and then realising he sounded like that Jane English girl, uttered more felt epithets, ‘jesus wept! Godamnnit! You can’t seriously be about to kill me!’  
 
    Just as he looked among them all, thinking they were all about to betray him, and his eyes skirted ever so briefly past even Daisy; his oldest friend spurred into action and ran to by his side.  
 
    She skidded over the black ashes staining the floor, and Dale had to catch her hand and hold hand and hold her steady the way an ice-skater would. She pulled a smile as if to say, oh, clumsy me, going all pink, and his scared eyes asserting, no, nothing’s wrong, must’ve had her thinking he was mortified about the others. They were going to kill him, you know. This miscommunication between their faces lasted a few seconds but it had Dale wondering how well they really knew each other. 
 
    She had, after all, been Tom’s girl all those years. And he dwelled on this as she turned around to defend him. That had felt like a betrayal all those years ago, him being cast out in the pouring rain, even if they were just characters in the same book. .She had been meant to end up with Tom, and he had been meant to end up alone; but their book had been interrupted, invaded, and now anything could happen.  
 
    As Dale felt new leaves spout up in the dark sweaty places where he already had body hair, he knew too well anything could happen.  
 
    ‘Now, let’s talk about this, folks,’ Daisy began. ‘You’re not killers. I know you. You’re not about to kill this kid in cold blood.’  
 
    She had been doing so well until the back-handed compliment.  
 
    ‘I’m a grown man,’ Dale said under his breath.  
 
    ‘Shh, I’m trying to save your life,’ she hissed.  
 
    ‘You know we’re killers,’ Jack insisted. ‘You’ve seen us kill numerous things over the last few days. We’ve killed countless trees. What’s one more tree? No offence kid.’  
 
    He was so confused, and panicking, only a tiny part of what Jack had said occurred to him.  
 
    ‘I’m a grown man,’ Dale blubbered.  
 
    ‘I’m trying to save your life,’ Daisy told him again.  
 
    His throat throbbed as it occurred to him he could die any second. It was a glance at Daisy and then at Jack. 
 
    ‘He’s got to die,’ Jack said. ‘That’s just the way it is.’  
 
    ‘Wait!’ Daisy urged. ‘Let’s talk about this.’  
 
    That promoted a few sighs from the other side of the the train, which got under Dale’s skin considering they wanted to kill him. 
 
    ‘Yes, please, let’s talk about this,’ he stressed with his finger and thumb pressed together to exaggerate every word.  
 
    Jane had an eye-roll. ‘We are talking about this,’ she said. ‘We’re discussing this way more than we did with the others.’  
 
    ‘That’s because they were destined to die!’ Daisy emphasised. ‘Hello? Greek Myth! Oedipus. Heracles. Oedipus’s mother and father. They practically had “doom” scribbled over their faces. Me and Dale come from an F. Scott Fitzgerald knock-off; all we’re destined for is a big slice of apple pie and fireworks over the lake on the 4th of July.’  
 
    Dale blinked when he heard this and inched close to Daisy’s ear. 
 
    ‘Our town didn’t have a lake,’ he whispered. 
 
    ‘That’s trivial,’ she whispered back.  
 
    A pile of blank faces watched from the train’s other end. 
 
    ‘We can hear you, you know,’ Jack said. 
 
    Dale held out his hands, those normal if filthy human fingers, and that he wasn’t real, was fictional, and a character from a book, it all hit him for what felt like the very first time. Daisy’s eyes flashed with burning embers as she recalled their town but it had never really existed.  
 
    His memories of seeing the old, wrinkled Civil War veterans struggle to lift their coffee cups with arthritis fingers, his schoolfriend Jesse being bitten by a rattlesnake, and their high school football team taking home the trophy, they were all fictional. Made-up 
 
    But as he held out his hands, and they trembled in the cold glare of the train’s lights, he didn’t feel made-up. What had been inflicted on him over the last few hours, and what he had inflicted, was all too real.  
 
    And when they cut his head off, it would hurt like hell.  
 
    Because the others weren’t buying what Daisy was selling.  
 
    ‘There’s no F. Scott rip-off book anymore,’ Alice said. ‘The trees have eaten it all, right down to the spine. I’m sorry, guys, but you don’t have a destiny anymore.’  
 
    ‘Oh my god! Shut up!’ Daisy rounded on Alice. ‘You stupid little British girl! It’s because of you we’re in this mess!’  
 
    ‘I don’t follow?’ Alice queried. 
 
    ‘No, you didn’t follow! We followed you! You told us that if we followed you and got on your bicycles, we would be safe! That led to my boyfriend getting eaten by a crocodile and now my last friend is about to get his head cut off! Oh my god, you’re so annoying, shut up!’ 
 
    Alice buried her eyes and pocketed her hands in that big black coat she had; she looked like she wanted to slip inside it and disappear forever. And so much that Dale found himself feeling pity. The Greek Underworld must have sucked the life out of her, huh. That was what Greek Underworlds did. 
 
    Dale’s eyes went from Alice to Jack.  
 
    Jack jerked his head and gripped his axe again. 
 
    So Dale went forward, one arm manically chopping the air as he stuttered. 
 
    ‘Now, now, let’s talk about this,’ he said.  
 
    ‘We’re done talking,’ Jack said. ‘Deal with it.’  
 
    Fear flushed down his neck. Acidic leaves churned in his stomach and bubbled up his throat and it took a hefty odious gulp to get them to go back down. Dale’s hands went even more wild snatching at the air, their fingers like claws. 
 
    He had to make his point. He had to. 
 
    ‘Wait! No, no, no! Me and Daisy, right? We had our destiny back in that Fitzgerald knock-off book. Right? Whatever that was called?’ He looked at Alice, who averted her eyes. He was truly screwed. So he put a hand on his heart. ‘But now that we’re out of that book, we can make ourselves a new destiny.’  
 
    The train shot through the book window out into the pitch-black desert of the Unimagined, other silvery book windows swirling about bright as moons. 
 
    Dale glanced out the window, sweat running down his cheek, aware that if the worst came to it, he could jump out there and find some other book. 
 
    Jack sighed, jerked his head again, and strode forward with the axe. 
 
    The train rushed through the black Unimagined desert, ignoring books left and right, and somewhere in the back of Dale’s mind, it seemed odd they were driving away from Olympia. After all, Alice and her mom were Olympians, and now the gods were out of the way, Mount Olympus was theirs to keep. Nobody wanted to think about that right now, though. Maybe nobody even knew about that except for him, Juliet, Alice, and the three-headed dog; that was why Molly’s train had swerved away from Mount Olympus, heading out the book.  
 
    Right now all the attention was on him.  
 
    ‘Sorry pal,’ Jack said. ‘You’ve folded. You’re out of the game. The house always wins, and right now we have a full house. Now, here comes the chopper to cut off your head.’  
 
    Dale had been rolling his eyes at the bad puns, seeing as he and his friends had been playing poker for weeks before they all vanished in Alice’s multiverse of books. But then, he truly registered what Jack said at the end, and how the playing card had charged forward purposefully with his joker bib billowing in the wind, and right then it had occurred to Dale; this really was the end.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    Acidic leaves spiralled upwards through his stomach, rushing fast as possible, and before Dale could run or do anything useful to respond to Jack’s ultimatum, he barrelled over and threw up a fresh stream of glistening spring leaves. The vomiting was so intense, that his ears filled with white noise, his vision became blurry, and somewhere in the train, he heard, “you see, this is what I’m talking about”, and was vaguely aware some of those leaves had blown into the other passengers, slicking them with saliva. But what he also became aware of, knelt over, was that Jack hadn’t cut his head off, not yet, and he wondered why.  
 
    And then his eyes cleared and, slowly, his lip trickling out a honey-coloured drop of tree-sap, he lifted his head to see out in front was Juliet.  
 
    By now, her belly had grown so big she nearly blocked his vision of the other passengers, and Dale had to inch to one side to see a petrified Daisy the other side of him, and an even more petrified crowd down the other end of the train.  
 
    Only then did it occur to him, Juliet had saved his life.  
 
    ‘We ARE going to discuss this,’ she said, and her voice sounded like light pouring through the window, everything butter and golden to Dale’s ears. ‘And we’re not going to chop off his head. Matter of fact, we’re not going to chop off anyone’s head! Do you know why? Because if you go and chop off his head, purely on the basis that he’s going to transform into a monster, then it’s going to be me next!’  
 
    Dale acknowledged this with a quizzical turn of the head, his slight bemusement at her saving him to save her own skin soon salted by a double-dose helping of contempt. It would have been nice for her to save him because she liked him or because it was the right thing to do.  
 
    But was it the right thing to do?  
 
    Saving the monster’s life?  
 
    Dale acknowledged — a hand sliding over his gut, and crouching, stumbling back — that if he were in their position, he would’ve swung that axe.  
 
    ‘This is getting to be a very eventful train ride,’ Alice muttered.  
 
    Daisy, who had both hands over her lip, waddled over to Juliet to mutter, ‘thanks.’  
 
    Juliet nodded but didn’t look happy.  
 
    The playing card dropped his axe with a clatter, narrowly missing his own foot.  
 
    ‘Wait a second,’ Jack said, confused. He had shrank back, and Dale swore this relieved look washed over his brow. ‘What are you talking about? What do you mean we’re going to kill you next? You’re pregnant, not a monster.’  
 
    ‘It happens to all women, dear,’ the old-fashioned Jane said.  
 
    ‘Most women!’ corrected Alice with a hiss. ‘Most women!’ 
 
    Dale was thankful for the correction but wished Alice would take this seriously; after all, her best friend was about to say something terrible. Juliet’s mouth creaked open, her face sweltering, all red and patchy, and it looked like she would rather give birth without delay than explain to the others.  
 
    But if she gave birth, that would be all their deaths.  
 
    ‘I’m not pregnant with a child,’ she began, slowly.  
 
    As Dale watched their faces — except Alice — screw up in confusion, that was the worst thing. He recalled his own shaking hands when she told him. Juliet took a deep breath that seemed to go on forever. ‘I’m pregnant with Cerberus’s babies,’ she said.  
 
    Dale had expected there to be silence as jaws dropped and people processed this news. The sort of news that warped minds around as if they were chewing gum. But there was no such pause. No respite. Instead as soon as Juliet finished, in came Jane the English girl going insane.  
 
    ‘OH GOODNESS GRACIOUS ME! YOU HAVE GOT TO BE KIDDING! YOU MADE LOVE TO A THREE-HEADED DOG!’ she flung herself about the train into the poles and walls, and it seemed like she would hurt herself. Alice lunged out and grabbed her arms; her mouth remained free. ‘YOU MADE LOVE TO A THREE-HEADED DOG?’ 
 
    This thought was so funny and disgusting, Dale’s stuttering to defend Juliet sounded like laughter to his ears but the squirm inside his gut, the dizziness spreading its tentacles inside his skull, and the sweat going down his cheeks, had him safe in the knowledge he might throw up any second. And if he threw up leaves, that would bring all the attention back to him again; so it was a battle he fought with his own guts, forcing down what felt more-and-more like thick, pulpy leaves. This felt bad enough but it must have looked horrible. It must’ve looked so grave, it attracted Alice’s finger-pointing. 
 
    ‘Is he ok?’  
 
    He was able to speak. ‘I’m okay. Don’t worry, I’m okay! What she’s saying is true! It’s all true! That’s what Cerberus does! He impregnates people against their will. He impregnates his victims!’  
 
    Jane, who was being restrained by Alice, started bubbling at the mouth. The obvious happened.  
 
    Silky, bubbling saliva splashed the window.  
 
    ‘Great, now she’s thrown up,’ Alice declared. ‘It’s like Oprah. Look under your seats! Everyone gets to throw up! You get to throw up, and you get to throw up, and you get to throw up!’  
 
    Everyone ignored her.  
 
    ‘There’s this liquid,’ Juliet explained, ‘that Cerberus spews out and it gets in people’s mouths and impregnates them.’  
 
    Dale had to rest against a pole, feeling giddy. He didn’t know that.  
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Alice said while holding a drooling Jane. ‘That’s how Cerberus creates his offspring.’  
 
    ‘So you’re bearing Cerberus’s offspring?’ Daisy exclaimed at Juliet.  
 
    ‘You’re bearing Cerberus’s offspring!’ Jane screeched.  
 
    Juliet took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said. 
 
    Everyone wandered about, delirious, with their eyes bleary and their faces sagging and sour-milk-hued; that was how the last few minutes made them feel. 
 
    ‘This is too weird for me,’ Jack said. 
 
    He had taken a fair few steps away from his axe, now, much to Dale’s relief, although he remained certain any second that axe could be grabbed — if Jack so desired.  
 
    ‘You’re going to give birth to a bunch of little Cerberus monsters?’ Daisy asked.  
 
    And this time when Alice looked at Juliet, her deep blue eyes pierced.  
 
    ‘I will, but not for a while,’ Juliet stressed, and just as Dale was aware, she must’ve known the atmosphere had become dangerous. After all, they had been going to cut his head off. So Juliet cleared her throat and declared in this firecracker confident voice. ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen, I have an ace up my sleeve.’  
 
    The card pun had Jack’s eyes illuminate.  
 
    ‘I like the sound of that,’ he said.  
 
    Dale couldn’t see Juliet’s face but he was sure she grinned away. He, too, had this little grin; they might actually be making out of this with their heads intact. Only Jane now, whose mouth was covered in froth, seethed. Alice by this point had let go of her and approached, her hand extended ever so slightly towards Juliet, and Dale told himself that if their lives were in danger, she would intervene. Of course she would intervene.  
 
    Of course she would.  
 
    But, most likely, she and everyone else, who peered forwards, just wanted to see what the ace-up-her-sleeve Juliet had. And of course, Alice was being forgetful, because and Dale must’ve been the only two people who already knew about Juliet’s little ace.  
 
    She reached down to her armour breast-plate, into her dress stuffed there, and Jack’s eyes raised at first. Dael found that amusing, turning with a hand on his mouth; here was the mighty playing card warrior acting all shy. When he looked back, Jack looked back, too, and their eyes met but neither was looking at the other, they focussed on what Juliet held up high in her hand.  
 
    The black flower stuffed into her palm.  
 
    The one which, its petals tucked back, bruised and cut, always looked in worse condition than it actually was, and every time she pulled it out, Dale’s heart skipped. But, peering closer, attuning his ears, he now heard that flower tick, tick inside the quiet express train.  
 
    ‘A flower?’ Daisy snorted.  
 
    ‘No, not just any flower,’ Juliet said, and her words hushed the train. She really could talk when she needed to. In her wedding dress, coated with armour, she embarked on this speech that had everyone mesmerised. ‘A Narcissus flower. This is a flower that can stop time.’  
 
    She held the flower up.  
 
    The doors opened.  
 
    Out the flower flew, into the Unimagined.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY  
 
    And down Juliet fell, instantly weakened, almost instantly going into labour, and while Dale surged for the doors to watch the flower fly out, into a nearby book, he soon stopped to help Juliet.  
 
    He and Daisy helped her up. They did so in record time, enough that, when she looked out the doors, she and they could glimpse the flower corkscrewing inside the book; one which depicted a long highway with fast cars blaring jazz.  
 
    ‘We gotta get after it,’ Juliet breathed. ‘We gotta get it back.’  
 
    Daisy and Dale looked at each other.  
 
    He was about — he swore — launch across the train corridor, into the driver’s compartment; and he would’ve done so sooner if Juliet hadn’t done it first. She broke out of his and Daisy’s arms, and just streamed across the train over into the driver’s compartment. They followed after, but seeing as she ran fast as a pregnant woman could, which wasn’t fast, they had to hang behind a few seconds or so slower than they otherwise would have done. God knows what Jane, Alice and Jack thought, watching them go past, but it soon became apparent they were running, too.  
 
    And they all hurtled into the driver’s compartment together. A simple box room with a control panel and a driver’s swivel chair, though with tough and heavy metal wheels weighed down. In that chair was Mrs Collins. 
 
    ‘Hold on? What’s going on here then?’ she chirped ‘I’m driving here! Why all the excitement?’  
 
    Dale glanced at the sturdy metal door, guessing it must’ve been sound proof.  
 
    Any other day Mrs Collins would’ve commanded attention but today they looked at the screen. A big glass screen before the panel showed the vast scope of the Unimagined, all those wondrous silver book windows hovering. 
 
    Dale was so transfixed by the windows that he forgot the task before him.  
 
    Among them was one window showing a cat slinking about a public bath house, Japanese bodies soaking in the water with their private parts obscured by fog. 
 
    Another window showed a man pinching his nose before a mirror, complaining in French that he could not smell.  
 
    A third window had what looked like a medieval European landscape, its sky bronze, rich, and fields strewn with simple huts and cabins.  
 
    What Dale saw through that window, specifically deep inside the books, he expected it to horrify him as well as the others. Instead he had this rising euphoria — euphoria for once, instead of leaves —glowing inside the broken shell he called a body. And looking out, the others were equally happy. Even Jack had this twitch of a smile and, taking off his helmet, showed respect. Dale tore his eyes away from the red rustic-coloured hair the playing card man had beneath his helmet, over to the screen again where the book windows continued to silently, eerily float. He stood with the others, speechless. They were in the presence of magic. Mystery and wonder danced before their faces.  
 
    Juliet should’ve shot straight for the control panel. That was what Dale would’ve done. But the girl looked up, same as the others, and her eyes looked twice as bright. Dale realized. This was the first time she had been out of the Underworld — and seen the Unimagined in a long, long time —  given what stirred in her belly, all those little puppies kicking, it might be the last. 
 
    He could practically hear each of those things barking, and it sounded like there wasn’t just one, wasn’t just two, or even only three dogs with three heads, but a full-on, gnashing, snapping, teething puppy pack.  
 
    Dale’s hand shot for the controls but Juliet got there first.  
 
    The train rocketed forwards.  
 
    ‘WHAT ARE YOU DOING?’ cried Molly, and then she had to hold onto her beret as the train angled at ninety degrees; ‘OH MY FLIPPING SHIT!’  
 
    Dale experienced weightlessness. He went up for the ceiling, same as everyone else and they just hovered there for a fraction of a second. But it felt like a long fraction of a second. 
 
    ‘Saving everyone’s lives,’ Juliet said through gritted teeth.  
 
    The train went for the nearest book window… which was not the jazzy highway window but instead the medieval plague landscape.  
 
    And so Dale screamed himself breathless along with everyone else as they got sucked into the new book.  
 
    Instantly, upon arriving in the other side, the open doors suggested arid Mediterranean Europe and the stinking plague pit smell reached Dale’s nostrils.  
 
    ‘Oh god, that’s awful,’ he muttered.  
 
    Even if their train sprawled through the air, it did so slowly and featherweight, and that allowed Dale to adjust, as well as the others. They all looked at the plague pits below while reacting from the stench. 
 
    ‘That’s so awful,’ Juliet said dryly, her hand still stretched over the panel. ‘That’s absolutely horrible.’  
 
    ‘It’s the Black Death,’ Alice said, hand over her face, her voice muffled. ‘What do you think?’  
 
    The peasants below, those still alive, reacted to the train flying through the air, and they acted as if it were a giant silvery serpent. They had large hats and hoods and napkins covering their faces. Dale wasn’t surprised, that was to say, at how surprised they were: their vehicle writhed, floating through the air as it really was a huge snake twisting amidst the sunset. They viewed this as just another sign of the apocalypse, especially as the snake swerved and moved without particular direction.  
 
    ‘This isn’t the book the flower flew into,’ Alice said.  
 
    ‘I didn’t know that, tell me more,’ Juliet said while groaning no doubt going through contractions. 
 
    Dale felt his own face twist, revolted, imagining the numerous puppies jerking to life inside.  
 
    Juliet’s hands had gone soft at the controls, evident as the train swerved over this beautiful countryside villa where loud Italian voices could be heard below. The way Juliet’s hand held those controls now, it was as if she was being as careful as cutting the first slice of a wedding cake; her palms had gone that soft and studious.  
 
    Dale shot for the controls, jerked the switch away from Juliet, and the train went into free-fall.  
 
    They became weightless again.  
 
    ‘YOU TWIT!’ Alice screamed.  
 
    Her insult was so vivid and shrill it burned in everyone’s ears warm and harsh nearly as the blue fires she cast from her hands.  
 
    Mrs Collins for her part held onto that swivel chair, weighed down to the floor, for dear life.  
 
    But, as the train fell down, the hint of another glinting book window became obvious inside this huge empty plague pit; and Dale swerved the controls right now for it. Another blink, and they had flown through this window back into the UNIMAGINED! 
 
    ‘I knew what I was doing,’ breathed Dale.  
 
    They all shuddered, however, as the train jerked over the black dunes again.  
 
    ‘Okay, give me the controls,’ Mrs Collins said and reached for the switch.  
 
    But, now, out of this book window, they were surrounded by other books, some old such as the bloodstained mirror, with the man pinching his nose, and some completely new.  
 
    A huge interior hall that showed a riverside with marvellous candy bushes and trees, huge gumdrop fruit dangling from their branches, and a brown river rushing with what smelt like chocolate.  
 
    Brooklyn Bridge leered out of one book window, inside which and down below, which there was an enormous amount of shouting and screaming.  
 
    The train rushed past a book window which showed a large English mansion, more of a castle than a traditional house, and the lights illuminated in several windows, what looked like the master and governess’s quarters, as there was this manic screaming coming from the attic.  
 
    Dale had been steering the train for the jazz highway book window, wherever it might be. His eyes, peeled.  
 
    And then, a few feet to his left, Alice exclaimed: 
 
    ‘There! I see it! There’s the flower!’  
 
    These were words which Dale thought he would never hear. But, in accordance’s with Alice’s stare and her mad war-dance of pointing, he looked up and indeed saw the narcissus time flower drifting over the heights of the Unimagined. A dark, elusive flower that was only able to be seen in this place of pitch-black sand due to the showering spotlights of the book windows, which eagerly shed light on its frail petals as the flower performed what might have been a knowing, mischievous skirt from one window to the next. The little shit.  
 
    ‘Give me the controls,’ Mrs Collins said again.  
 
    Dale had forgotten she was there.  
 
    ‘I know what I’m doing,’ he said again.  
 
    A blue flame sizzled in Molly’s free hand. ‘Don’t test me,’ she warned.  
 
    Dale let go, Mrs Collins seized the controls, and the train sailed over the Unimagined in pursuit of the flower. He staggered back, seething a little and regretting the loss of power that he had experienced for just a few minutes. His hands still bristled for how good it felt to have controlled that train and, for once, to have gotten a handle on his own destiny. 
 
     Even if it had all been I the service of someone else: looking for that narcissus flower so they could ensure Juliet didn’t give birth.  
 
    Dale was happy to shrink back into the shadows and let Mrs Collins weave the train through the book windows in pursuit of the narcissus flower. That dingy section of the box compartment where he could fold his arms, panting, not having numerous pairs of eyes stare at him anymore.  
 
    Yes, he narrowed right into that corner and was content to be hidden from the centre of attention.  
 
    Mrs Collins swept the train left and right with balletic, gentle turns that had them after the flower with minimal whiplash And the narcissus. The flower remained sky-high, seemingly moving of its own accord, and over it went, past several windows, and the train followed so fast, that the book windows rays bounced off each other, and thus nobody inside could see the books they were missing.  
 
    For Dale, there was just one book he missed and that was his home book, where him, Daisy, Tom, Quincy and their other friends, long since lost, had existed in perfect harmony, with nothing to look forward to but a humdrum existence inside their pretty porch homes and the colourful, beautiful technicolour carnival that lit up the town once a year with its quaint attractions.  
 
    Now, it was gone forever.  
 
    As the train flew through the Unimagined, it went past other books that had been devoured completely by the trees, all that was left their spines and white noise blaring out where once there had been stories, characters, lives like his and Daisy’s. Maybe one of these trees was his book, Dale reasoned, but no, he told himself resolutely that if he still flew past his home, he would feel it in the gut. Feel it just as strong as those leaves and their leaves and their nausea..  
 
    What he did feel was Daisy sneaking next to him, away from the chaos at the control panel where now Alice, Juliet and Mrs Collins fought for the controls. Daisy, like himself, wasn’t interested in where they were going now, just knew it wouldn’t be the place they had which, if that Alice girl were right, would be gone forever.  
 
    Down at his side, Daisy’s hand snuck into his; her palm felt so warm and soft, it was hard to imagine anyone thought that was fictional and not the realest thing there had ever been.  
 
    Maybe their home was gone forever.  
 
    But not all of it.  
 
    Dale smiled and held Daisy’s hand. And when he did, he glanced to the left just in time to see her own smile vanish and be replaced by unmistakable pain.  
 
    ‘Ow!’ she gasped.  
 
    His hand had become sharp and pointy again, its fingers, gaunt just like twigs.  
 
    His heart heaved.  
 
    But when his heart beat, that weak pumping thing, which he had often thought soft and pretty as a small singing bird, what happened was that so many other things stirred inside his guts. And they didn’t feel like nice things: they felt like contagious, spreading like tangles of ivy.  
 
    His heart had felt like this lonely organ inside his chest but now, there was practically an entire forest.  
 
    He gasped and, instead of air flooding his system, there came this new vibrant spring wind. What felt like a dozen more leaves fluttering up within, getting entangled with his flesh guts and viscera, their thorny points prickling.  
 
    Dale staggered about the box compartment, avoiding Daisy’s aghast look and her hand shooting for his shoulder, and instead he focussed on the latest news coming through the glass screen where it seemed their train had driven into this new, wild place. Just like the way in regular times a train would drive into a tunnel, but this wasn’t a tunnel nor anywhere inside, this was still the big, never-ending desert of the Unimagined 
 
    Nobody could see the flower anywhere.  
 
    The narcissus had flown into this wide vacant area with no windows where, suddenly, it became impossible to see. 
 
    When Dale’s mouth opened again, out came this vapour.  
 
    ‘Do you see that? D-d-d-do you feel that?’ he asked and felt his teeth chatter.  
 
    He blushed and squidged back into the corner but Alice took pity, confirming:  
 
    ‘Yeah, I see that,’ she said with her own blast of vapour.  
 
    They all had vapour coming at their mouths when they talked but what Dale could see, and only he, hopefully, was frozen at his mouth’s edge this tiny leaf.  
 
    ‘I thought this was a desert,’ Daisy joked.  
 
    A blast of icy, almost arctic air engulfed the train, and it became obvious they were headed towards a very cold book.  
 
    A glint in the darkness of the Unimagined’s black sand desert that at first resembled an iceberg.  
 
    But it wasn’t an iceberg, it was another book window.  
 
    A book showing a crashing and very cold sea. Their next destination, much as nobody wanted it.  
 
    In the book window’s corner was the narcissus flower, just as it had done with the jazz highway, corkscrewing inside.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    Their train shot for the window full-pelt.  
 
    The winds coming out went up against the train’s front-brace and engulfing the train came high-pitch, ugly screams. A fierce wind, one that practically blew the buttons off his waistcoat. And he had to fold his arms again and brace as the train grew closer, ever closer, to a book window that now resembled light at the end of the tunnel; even if the sea on the other side looked very, very gloomy. 
 
    ‘That’s just the wind folks!’ Molly cried, herself freezing, ice sprawling down her cardigan. ‘Just the wind!’  
 
    Dale hoped it was just the wind. Oh, he hoped it was just the wind. 
 
    What flashed through the book window, now, was ice, icebergs, and Dale was sure of that.  
 
    Icebergs that were mast-high, green as emeralds.  
 
    The same thought was one everyone’s minds.  
 
    ‘THE SEA?’ asked Juliet, Daisy, and Dale all at once.  
 
    Alice was able to more fully-form that thought even if asking it articulately took away vital seconds.  
 
    ‘Are we going to crash into the sea?’  
 
    ‘You betcha,’ said Mrs Collins, absolutely insane.  
 
    Juliet’s eyes drew to the top corner of the sea book and just as before, she nodded. 
 
    ‘We have to,’ she said. ‘That’s where the narcissus flower is.’  
 
    Daisy practically erupted at this, and the reaction caused Dale to flinch from a few feet away. She screamed.  
 
    ‘HOW ARE WE GOING TO FIND THE FLOWER IN THE SEA?’  
 
    ‘How are we going to land a train in the sea?’ asked Alice, sounding tamer yet more annoyed.  
 
    A reply from Mrs Collins wasn’t forthcoming.  
 
    The train rushed for the window, and by now it had come so close that only for the wailing wind, Dale heard the rushing sea. Spittle from the water coated his cheeks and his hairline. And already, on his tongue’s tip, he tasted that foul icy saltwater that frothed in waves like poison.  
 
    The train’s path wasn’t going to change. Now, Mrs Collins chose the right time to reply.  
 
    ‘Quite easily,’ she said, unperturbed.  
 
    One last gust of wind blew Dale’s hair back.  
 
    It had him feeling, as the glass screen brought a burst of blinding white light, that it could’ve just been the approach to this place that got his symptoms up, those leaves stirring in the gut again, his fingers acting all sharp again.  
 
    Oh, he hoped.  
 
    White light left his eyes and then through the glass he saw water, water everywhere, pushing up against the screen.  
 
    And with a thud, a colossal splash, and it seemed the train was going to momentarily dip underwater; only for the plunge to subside and for the train to rest on the surface.  
 
    And yet, despite being protected by the glass screen, water thrust against the automatic doors enough to splash those inside the driver’s box compartment.  
 
    Again, Dale had to rub his face fresh of the numerous cold water that had sprayed his cheeks.  
 
    A chill crept over his hands, up his elbows, across his chin, and down every inch of exposed flesh.  
 
    Dale looked about and couldn’t see the ice.  
 
    There was just water, water everywhere.  
 
    From the train’s ceiling dripped water that was truly, grimly black.  
 
    Water, water everywhere.  
 
    And not a drop to drink.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO  
 
    The driver’s box compartment door swung open, and the train’s corridor had never looked so long and cold before. Dale was the only one facing out, and he appeared to be the only one seeing Jack and Jane, the two outside. They looked at him, aghast. That told Dale how bad he looked. The others might not have seen the leaf dangling from his lip but these two did.  
 
    Slowly, dizzy, he spun about the driver’s compartment. Daisy’s eyes skewed over to him, widening. Out came a reassuring hand but she missed his shoulder. Seconds later, her attention turned. As did his. There were other distractions.  
 
    ‘I don’t feel so good,’ Juliet said, hand on her belly. ‘I don’t feel so good at all.’  
 
    ‘Holy shit, I can see those things,’ Alice whispered. ‘I can see them moving in there.’  
 
    Juliet then slipped off the control panel for Mrs Collins to catch her with one hand clawing into her back, just above the chest plate armour and right across her spine. Dale noticed, blinking, Juliet’s wedding dress. His mouth opened. She must have really suffered under Pluto. Not as much, though, as how she had suffered, and was going to suffer, under Cerberus. How she groaned when Mrs Collins, whose hand etching into that wedding dress, helped her up.  
 
    Huge blue artic waves churned in front of the glass driver screen, slow and lumbering as Juliet herself, their waves strewn with what at first looked like broken glass. Blinking, Dale saw it was ice.  
 
    The train revolved a slight angle to face the icebergs again, and what darkly malevolent icebergs they were with their emerald bodies all waxy and wavy with the colours of the northern lights.  
 
    ‘Holy shit, where are we?’ Alice asked.  
 
    Mrs Collins, the person who could’ve answered, was too busy struggling with Alice to reply.  
 
    Soon Juliet was slung back over the control panel and, naturally, this meant her huge belly crushed some of the switches. Just this happened, there came an excited yelp from Alice.  
 
    ‘Look I can see it. I can see the narcissus!’  
 
    Again, she jumped, pointing at the screen. The way she said this, it was completely removed from the horrible atmosphere of Juliet about to give birth and Dale about to transform; although nobody else had noticed the latter, either. Indeed, Mrs Collins, who was soothing Juliet, didn’t look at her daughter when she replied.  
 
    ‘Go get it then!’ 
 
    Alice shot out the driver’s compartment without another word, and Dale could well imagine the hurt look on her face seeing as he had known the girl for some time now.  
 
    But then, those leaves stirred in his stomach again, and all he could think about was what he would look like in a few minutes’ time.  
 
    His fingers, now, were too sharp to clutch his stomach anymore.  
 
    His hair, now, came matted with fresh spring leaves.  
 
    That feeling, of leaves and twigs in his hair, had Dale stumbling about the driving compartment, but as he did so nobody else noticed. At least, they appeared not to; for there was a rising sound coming from the waves and the icecaps beyond. This weird, wild squawking.  
 
    ‘What is that? What is that noise?’ Daisy asked and, shaking, stretched hands near her hairline as if only she heard this noise, going insane. Threads off her fringe unravelled. ‘Does anyone else here that?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ Dale said right away. ‘I hear that.’  
 
    ‘I hear it, too,’ Alice said.  
 
    A black fuzz came over the sky as  
 
    The sound of a thousand birds flying.  
 
    Dale, squatted over, would have looked ever so silly were it not for his hair full of leaves and twigs, and his face visibly turning green, and one person noticed now just how bad he had gotten.  
 
    Daisy spoke into his ear.  
 
    ‘Dale, you’re not well. Not well at all. You need to sit down, get some rest, get help. I’ve never seen you look this bad.’  
 
    Her eyes sparkled with tears.  
 
    But what she said made no sense.  
 
    Dale’s head shook. She must’ve forgotten about the times when he turned into a ten-foot tree. He vaulted through the driver’s compartment door, back into the main train, and found the source of all that mad squawking: the entire place came awash with these huge-winged white birds, Jane and Jack running around trying to avoid being pecked or shat on. Feathers scattered over the leather seats, down onto the train floor. Grey-tipped sharp feathers. Chaotic squawking rang out through the corridor as birds flew backwards and forwards before his eyes, over his shoulders, around his body, and it was as if they were trying to make him dizzy. They succeeded.  
 
    He bowled over, right next to Daisy’s feet.  
 
    ‘Are you sure about that?’ he said as he sank to the ground.  
 
    Then, a gargle of leaves all mushy and wet came out his mouth. That looked just like chewed-up, undigested salad.  
 
    Daisy screamed.  
 
    And Dale crawled over the train floor, his chest sagging, feeling like he was mortally wounded as the birds swarmed. His hands, sharp, pointed, scratched and clawed at the metal flooring laid out with feathers and bird-shit; it looked even filthier, he reckoned, than the trains they had in New York. He was still getting a handle as to what this world actually was, but the birds flying all about, the sounds of ice cracking, growling, roaring, howling, all were ominous signs he didn’t want to think about.  
 
    And those birds squawking in his ears and dropping their shit everywhere were beginning to piss him off.  
 
    He didn’t know where he was crawling to — perhaps the train’s very end corner where beside of the leather seats he would roll himself up, trembling, a-leaf-in-his-mouth, hoping the transformation wouldn’t go any further. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. And if he transformed again, he wouldn’t just hurt them. He would kill them and eat them.  
 
    He crawled near Alice who, waving her arms at the automatic doors, got them to open again. Cold ice water sloshed across the train floor. And when that hit Dale’s hands, by god that was freezing, and it had him reeling to land on his back, arms and legs spread like a beached turtle.  
 
    ‘Dale, be careful,’ Daisy said at first, and then when the ice water swept over her feet. 
 
    So much ice water had seeped into the train but rocking upright, the train made sure that was about to stop. The train, or rather, Mrs Collins in the driver’s compartment; Dale saw with a backwards glance through the swinging door —  Mrs Collins, who had to balance driving with one hand and soothing the pregnant Juliet with the other — wrenched itself upright so that it rested on the water’s surface and the tide never sloshed through the automatic doors. Most doors aboard the train stayed closed anyway, except for one pair.  
 
    That just happened to be the pair of doors with the narcissus flower floating outside, its black form drifting like some large black butterfly. 
 
    Those doors kept opening and closing as Alice dangled out, her snatching for the flower.  
 
    Her task was complicated by the endless albatross birds flying about, and given their huge wind span, Dale was surprised so many could fit aboard the train.  
 
    But they were there, squawking, their wings shedding feathers, and when they flew right up near Dale’s eyes, he swore they looked fake. That was, before they went to peck his eyes out and he had to swipe them away with his sharp new fingers. His fingers were so sharp, that when some of those birds swung back, along with grotesque white shit speckling the metal ground, there was also albatross blood.  
 
    Alice didn’t have sharp fingers so when the birds gnashed at her hair and pecked for her eyes — almost as if they were trying to stop her grabbing that flower — she spouted blue flames and, while never throwing them, that mere spectre always drove the birds away.  
 
    And Dale, lying there, wondered why she didn’t just barbecue those birds with her blue flames.  
 
    ‘HURRY UP!’ Juliet moaned from inside the driver’s room. ‘I CAN FEEL THEM KICKING! OH GOD! OH GOD! ALICE, I ICAN FEEL THEM KICKING! THEY’RE BITING! I CAN FEEL THEM BITING AT ME!’  
 
    Those words tore at Dale’s ears as he imagined the puppies inside Juliet gnashing and writhing at her stomach, and he closed his eyes just as her latest scream reached tortured heights. 
 
    ‘HEEE-EEE-ELL-LLLLP M-EEE-EE-EEE! PLEAASASSEEEEE! I’MMMMM DY-YYYI-NNG!’  
 
    Only to open them, and see Alice lunge for the doors what might be the final determined time. If she failed this time, Juliet would surely give birth. That didn’t happen.  
 
     A lucky jump and a grab later, and Alice came back with the narcissus flower.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    Up close, in person, instead of through a screen, looked bigger, darker and, thankfully, had far more petals. But not that many more. The flower looked like a black scrunched-up and torn serviette in Alice’s hands, its leaves tatters. But what flower she had in her hands had petals left that could be counted off the fingers of one hand.  
 
    Still, it had petals.  
 
    And that meant Alice racing down the train corridor, doing a high-kicking leap over Dale and barely missing Daisy behind him, scurrying back into the driving room.  
 
    ‘Great!’ Mrs Collins panted. ‘Great! That’s great! Now, quick, stuff the flower back into her armour. Quick! NOW! DO IT NOW! SHE’S ABOUT TO GIVE BIRTH! THEY’RE ABOUT TO BURST OUT HER STOMACH! FOR GOD’S SAKE, DO IT NOW!’  
 
    That was the loudest, and most urgent, he had ever heard Mrs Collins, and when she stopped yelling, he at first assumed the worst. The train would’ve been silent had it not been for the squawking albatrosses, and Jack, Jane, and Daisy’s attempts to get them away from their eyes. They screamed and smacked, and the birds always nosedived away.  
 
    The birds had left Dale alone, for now, as perhaps even they were spooked by his frothing mouth.  
 
    ‘OKAY! OKAY! THAT’S GOOD! SHE’S SAFE!’ Mrs Collins roared from the driving room with a crash, and as the birds swerved around, Dale had trouble hearing. He swore his own hunger, and its infectious, overwhelming madness, drowned out whatever Mrs Collins was going to say. Out went his hands for the nearest bird. And just when the last of its feathers disappeared down his mouth, he faintly heard Mrs Collins say, ‘AND NOW, THE IMPORTANT THING IS, WE DON’T EVER, EVER, UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, KILL AN ALBATROSS…’ 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    And what slid down his stomach and into his throat didn’t feel like a bird, it felt like cold writhing worms.  
 
    The other birds flew out the automatic doors, right away. Jack, Jane and Diasy, while covered in feathers and bird shit, gasping, must’ve been initially happy, but then they saw the feathers around Dale’s mouth, and they knew what happened.  
 
    ‘You shit!’ screamed Daisy.  
 
    And she slapped him right across the face. Her hand had been shaking and wet but it left his cheek burning; that his cheeks were still soft enough, and human enough, to even burn from being slapped was little comfort as he upturned onto one of those leathers seats. The slap hurt, in many ways.  
 
    ‘Oh god,’ he warbled, and feathers drawled out his mouth. ‘Oh god.’  
 
    That was nothing compared to Jack who hauled him up from the seats and threw him against the pole.  
 
    ‘WHAT DID YOU DO?’ he screamed. ‘WHAT DID YOU DO?’  
 
    Dale tried to speak but all that came out his mouth were more feathers and they slithered, bloody, saliva-stained onto the floor. Most did, anyway. A few feathers stuck to Jack’s playing card vest. And he dropped Dale to back away in horror.  
 
    Dale had his back against the pole. He crossed his arms.  
 
    Jack spun down the train, which already felt dark and gloomy. And what light there had been outside, reflecting off the huge icebergs, dimmed.  
 
    The sensation was like a candle in the room slowly, relentlessly, being extinguished and leaving them in the gloomy cold.  
 
    The train plunged into darkness.  
 
    Dale clung onto the pole, looking about in the pitch-black. He could not see a thing. But he heard lots of voices.  
 
    ‘MRS COLLINS! MRS COLLINS!’  
 
    They yelled out first to the left and right, and then as footsteps scurried all about the carriage, came from all around him. So, still, he clung to the pole. That was like the calm in the eye of the storm. This train pole he rested his head against in the dark and cold, listening to the waves crash about the train.  
 
    And then it wasn’t so cold anymore.  
 
    Inside the train everything became arid, hot and uncomfortable, with sweat pouring down Dale’s neck. Its sensation on his soft skin told him he was back to normal. Great. If only that happened earlier.  
 
    Infernal orange light poured through every train window.  
 
    Flames rustled outside the train with such tenacity and causing so much alarm, Dale squinted and thought they were going to be swallowed by an explosion. 
 
    Instead, he opened his eyes and peered out the windows to see their train adrift on a lake of fire.  
 
    A lake of fire in the middle of a large cavern. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    Those fiery waves didn’t just roar, they pounded, guzzled and sizzled. But they couldn’t break the train. Couldn’t even break through its windows. The train squeaked and groaned amidst the raging lake of fire but it didn’t break, and the people inside didn’t start cooking alive.  
 
     Dale undid his first few shirt buttons and wiped another feather from his lip. 
 
    Everyone stared at him.  
 
    Mrs Collins and Juliet came out of the driver’s compartment to stare.  
 
    He held out a hand, cautioning, as he backed away.  
 
    ‘Now, look, let’s not get nuts…’ 
 
    As he spoke, leaves slopped out his mouth and then more feathers slopped out, too, joining the feathers already on his waistcoat.  
 
    ‘No, let’s get nuts,’ growled Alice, ‘nuts is exactly what we’re going to get.’  
 
    ‘Let’s start chopping heads,’ Jack said.  
 
    Daisy, who was illuminated by a sudden rush of flame near the window,  
 
    ‘Chopping heads?’ she exclaimed. ‘no, this bastard needs to be HUNG, DRAWN AND QUARTERED.’  
 
    Daisy, again, came to Dale’s rescue and she slipped in front along with Juliet, again. His guardian angels. God, he needed them right now.  
 
    Daisy held out her hands. ‘Now, let’s think for a second here…’ 
 
    Jane slung her head to one side, acting sarcastic in a way Dale didn’t know Austen characters could. That said, he had read little Austen.  
 
    ‘Hmmm…OK, THOUGHT ABOUT IT!’ she declared and then gave Jack an almighty push. ‘NOW IT’S TIME TO CUT HIS HEAD OFF!’  
 
    Jack wasn’t too happy about being shoved around and turned to wag his finger.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ he warned. ‘I’m the only one who decides which heads I chop off. OKAY?’  
 
    A blue flame burst up from Mrs Collins’s hand.  
 
    ‘NO ONE IS CHOPPING ANYONE ELSE’S HEADS OFF!’ she declared. ‘NOT UNTIL WE GET OUT OF HERE, ANYWAY!’  
 
    ‘Where exactly is “here”?’ Jane dared with her front lip protruding and trembling; she looked like a scared child that had woken from a nightmare, about to be told it was all true.  
 
    Mrs Collins approached, the blue flame illuminating both ladies’ faces.  
 
    ‘Here? Why Jane, darling, don’t you know? Whichever vessel kills an albatross up there in that book goes straight down to the worst of the worst. You know? South of Heaven. H-E-double-hockey-sticks.’  
 
    ‘Damnation,’ Jack sniffed.  
 
    ‘Hell,’ Alice whispered as if at a sleepover under the cover of night. ‘She means Hell!’ 
 
    The flames crashed about and battered the train, and everyone swung to the left as in the throes of a violent sea-storm.  
 
    The train lights flickered. The train lights went out. Dale was surprised how dark it got, given the flames outside, when those lights went out. But dark it got, and hot, too, and the atmosphere wasn’t that different from the medieval plague pit. He held his breath, glancing about, half-expecting to hear a Latin choir; but no joke, if this were what he could expect, with sweat waterfalling down his neck, and his face feeling like it was going to melt off — then the worst part of hell was like being trapped in a large oven, melting; and for all time.  
 
    When the lights flickered back on seconds later, and the flames died down, Mrs Collins was the first to address her daughter. 
 
    ‘Alice don’t say that!’ she shushed.  
 
    It might have been funny. Dale was tempted to laugh. But as he looked around, the others didn’t look like they found this funny in the slightest with their scared white eyes and their trembling, sweaty hands. Even Jane, she of the evening gown, had unbuttoned her neck collar, scratching. Nobody had melted for real — Dale only had to peer at the reflection of himself, and then take one glance at the others, to know that feeling had just been an illusion. However, it had been bad enough, and everyone looked scared enough, that they couldn’t afford for the lights to go out on a regular basis.  
 
    Nevertheless.  
 
    ‘Whatever the hell you did, don’t do it again,’ Jack added.  
 
    The lights went out, flames roared, and Dale again half-expected to hear Latin chanting. 
 
    When all of that went away again, Mrs Collins held a finger up to her lips and they all understood.  
 
    ‘Enough with the curse words,’ she said. ‘They make this place get even worse.’  
 
    ‘’Message received loud and clear,’ Alice said with a fake, mocking salute.  
 
    And that had Dave wondering how long it would be before someone strangled Alice. Even though he had been the one to send them down here in the first place. When Alice made that joke, even her own mother looked like she couldn’t quite stand to be with this girl marooned down in Hell.  
 
    ‘Ok, we can do the finger-pointing about whose fault this is later,’ Mrs Collins continued, much to Jane’s dismay; the girl’s eyes drifted up to face Dale. Wonder who she blamed? ‘The lucky thing is that I’ve been trapped in… I’ve been trapped in this place before, and I know how to get out.’  
 
    When she paused like that, her eyes went all misty and it was like the words were physically caught in her throat. Dale didn’t know if it was because she had been about to say the dreaded H-word or, looking that way, she recollected just how bad things had been before when she last visited.  
 
    The flames rushed and licked about their train, growling.  
 
    And then, suddenly, itching just below his neck where the buttons were loose, Dale found himself getting very scared.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    What? When was this?’ Alice asked her mother ; like any daughter would.  
 
    That struck Dale, who now had to sit down, that Mrs Collins had secrets she kept even from her daughter. And then as he sat back, stretching his legs back — looking like he was getting comfortable when, really, he was really fighting the itch the horrid heat had brought all over his body — he thought about how they had gotten to the Greek Underworld.  
 
    What Mrs Collins did to Oedipus and his mother.  
 
    Sure enough, Jane muttered to that something of that effect under his breath, and while Dale hoped nobody heard that, Alice did.  
 
    ‘What did you say?’  
 
    ‘I said, you belong….’ Jane gathered herself to avoid saying the obvious word, ‘you belong here for what you did to Oedipus.’  
 
    Alice looked about the train, stuttering. ‘Who’s Oedipus?’  
 
    ‘You never paid attention in Classics class did you?’ an apparently-much-better Juliet said, twirling the narcissus flower while she laid out on the leather seats opposite Dale.  
 
    A series of glances got exchanged about the train passengers.  
 
    ‘Oedi-who?’ Alice asked again.  
 
    ‘You know, Oedipus,’ Juliet said. ‘Kills his father. Sleeps with his mother. That’s the kid-friendly McDonalds’ version anyway.’  
 
    ‘What’s McDonalds’?’ Daisy, Jack, Dale and Jane all said at once.  
 
    ‘You might not be ready for it yet, but your kids will love it,’ Juliet said; ‘anyway, let’s not get distracted… so then, Oedipus…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, let’s not get distracted!’ Alice insisted before shuffling up to her mom. ‘What’s all this about Oedipus? What does he have to do with you rescuing me from the Underworld?’  
 
    Everyone looked at Mrs Collins.  
 
    ‘Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to, dear,’ she said under her breath just loud enough that everyone heard.  
 
    Jack and Daisy had hands covering their faces masking expressions which could have been mortified, but Dale liked to think they were stopping themselves from laughing out loud, the tension was so extreme. Jane, however, kept this steely stare on Mrs Collins, eager for her to come out with what had always bothered this dainty English girl.  
 
    Dale himself recalled having to shield his eyes hours, maybe days before, as they listened this Ancient Greek tragic figure and his mother Get It On. Just on the grass outside the train it had been, and oh, it had been horrible. It was like that; with a click of the fingers, he was back in the train after Oedipus and his mother had finished, and dealing with the aftermath. Sweaty handprints trailed down the train window, sticky with moisture, where Oedipus and his mother had reached out in their throes. Down below, in the grass, after they had left, the patches were all ruffled and torn as if the site of some terrible attack. And given how the mother’s screams rang in Dale’s ears, even now — and so much so that when he tried to stand up, he had to sit right back down again — not all of it had been consensual; at least some it had just been a straightforward terrible attack.  
 
    That wasn’t what he would wish on anyone.  
 
    So he sat, now, palms pressed to his forehead, about to bite into his fingers, listening to the exchange play out between Mrs Collins and Alice. Dale didn’t look up. He didn’t want to take any pleasure in it.  
 
    ‘Who was this Oedipus person?’ Alice asked. ‘What did they do? What did you do?’  
 
    ‘Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answer to?’ her mom huffed.  
 
    Dale’s hands formed an encompassing cave over his eyes, not wanting to look at the two arguing Collins’, and with those palms so close, he smelt moist leaves, tangled ivy, and fungi, and could see the root-like veins just visible through his skin.  
 
    They charged about the train threatening each other.  
 
    ‘Tell me, mother!’ Alice cried. ‘Is there something I should know? Who is this Oedipus person, what did he do to his mother, and what does it have to do with me?’  
 
    The others tried to dissuade her.  
 
    ‘You don’t want to know,’ Juliet warned.  
 
    ‘It’s a really long story,’ Jack sighed.  
 
    ‘Oh come on,’ Jane huffed, ‘a child could have worked it out by now.’  
 
    ‘Well, you worked it out didn’t you,’ Alice sniped.  
 
    ‘Quicker than you,’ Jane retorted.  
 
    Clearly, Jane didn’t have much time for either Collins, despite how they had rescued her from whatever damned hellhole they had been before this actual hellhole; in fact, Dale knew exactly what damned hellhole — the carnival cages, in the freakshow, where he, Tom and the others had first gawped at Alice “the gibberish girl” and Jane “the Pride & Prejudice girl”. It might’ve been that Alice had saved Jane from her Jane Austen book when it was overrun by man-eating trees, just as she had saved Tom, Dale and the others when their F. Scott Fitzgerald knock-off got overrun by the same hungry, drooling creatures. But, as Dale sat here in the train, listening the flames outside, and the people arguing inside, he wondered if it was better being back there.  
 
    And, Jane must’ve been wondering the same. Even if they had been back there, with Dale and the others, just to discover slung out on the bed Jane’s dead Bennett sisters. That had been a wake-up call for Jane that she could never go back but, much like Dale, she could’ve been wondering if it was better never to have left in the first place… at least then, she could’ve died with her sisters. Jane’s hands trembled down by her waist like any second they were going to tear Alice’s face off. Dale had his answer.  
 
    Instead of tearing off Alice’s face, though, Jane decided to — figuratively — tear out her heart. 
 
    ‘Ask your mom how she got down to the Greek Underworld,’ she prompted. ‘Ask her exactly what she had to do. Not just Oedipus, but the others, too. Ask her about Orpheus.’  
 
    Alice appeared woefully confused, her fringes swinging like clock pendulums over her face.  
 
    ‘The guy who went down to the Underworld and came back?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Mrs Collins said with a flat voice. ‘He killed his girlfriend with a python.’  
 
    Alice made a loud raspberry.  
 
    ‘WHAT? WELL, I NEVER KNEW THAT!’ she cried, face all blue. ‘I NEVER KNEW THAT AT ALL! I mean, I, well, I just thought he was somebody whose girlfriend died and he went down to the Underworld, failed to retrieve her, and then came back. I mean, you know, I didn’t know he was — TOXIC!’  
 
    The others around the train nodded.  
 
    ‘Very toxic,’ Jane said.  
 
    ‘Really toxic,’ Daisy added. 
 
    Although Dale was confused. He looked up, hands on his knees.  
 
    ‘What does Toxic mean?’ he asked.  
 
    Daisy whispered in his ear. ‘It’s what women have to deal with every day.’  
 
    Alice cut their interaction short with a yell as she strode about the train, much like a detective deciding on who had committed.  
 
    ‘Okay, that’s enough of that!’ she decided. ‘Come on, Jane, what’s going on? What did my mom do? Come, stop the smoke and mirrors, and just tell me. Just, just… stop being a freaking bitch!’  
 
    The flames roared, lights went out again, and once again, Dale felt like he was melting.  
 
    But when the lights came back on, he saw something extraordinary.  
 
    The frustration in Alice’s face made her nose wriggle. If anything, Dale felt sorry for her seeing this little girl being played with so bad by people who knew better, knew something terrible, that she was about to find out eventually. That, though, was him as a man feeling this way. And Dale, sat down, glanced at the bemused expression that Jack had, one lip upturned, and then at how horrified the women looked, and just like he had no idea what the word “toxic” meant, he got the idea that some things were beyond his understanding as a fictional character in the character in the 1920s’ small-town America Fitzgerald knock-off that he came from. No, wait? Wait. Daisy was from the same Fitzgerald small town knock-off, and she was no more real than he was; in fact, when he looked at it, none of those people were real. Jane: well, she was all Jane Austen. Alice and her mother; well, they acted like this postmodern, intelligent novel not too far from the future. Julie? She was like this private school girl character. And Jack, the only other one who didn’t look horrified; well, he was all Alice-in-Wonderland, seeing as he was a playing-card knight.  
 
    But this reaction to Alice’s outburst was something that Dale, and Jack by extension, had no clue about, and that cut a lot deeper than them being fictional characters. The way Dale saw it, looking about, this was all to do with things he and Dale would never know.  
 
    ‘ Bitch? I’m a bitch! You’re just a spoilt little girl!’ Jane said while Daisy nodded. ‘You took us away from our homes and let our loved ones die all under the pretext of keeping us safe? You, madam, are the b-b-B-BITCH!’ 
 
    She stuttered at that word, unnatural as it was for a Jane Austen character to say. Perhaps, though, she knew what it would unleash.  
 
    And so those great big fire waves reared over the train, deafening, the lights went on, and again, Dale had to clutch his waist-jacket as he felt like burning in a gigantic baker’s oven.  
 
    When the lights came back on, and the heat stopped, he expected Jane to look like she didn’t regret calling Alice that word one bit but instead, she had this anguished face of incredible pain. Not out of regret, but because the heat and the dark had been so bad she couldn’t possibly look vindictive.  
 
    The latest episode had been so bad, nobody could muster the energy to do anything.  
 
    ‘Now, hang on,’ said Mrs Collins, weakly.  
 
    Even then, Dale was gobsmacked by how dejected and useless the woman who could cast blue flames out of her hands seemed. It might have been that she had been hurt just as bad as the others by the latest blackout. Or, more likely, it could be that she herself struggled to defend Alice for doing, well, what she had done herself by bringing them all along for the ride. If Alice had endangered them all by tangling their lives up with hers, Mrs Collins had done the very same thing.  
 
    ‘Are you quite done?’ Alice asked Jane.  
 
    ‘No, not yet,’ decided Jane. ‘We haven’t heard about what your mom did to Oedipus. Go on, Mrs Collins. Tell her about the curse. Tell her about the only way those Underworld doors would open up. Oh, silence. Why am I not surprised? Why am I not surprised you won’t tell your daughter about all those sad, sorry Greek youths who were cursed to do the worst things in existence.’ All around the train, the others reacted by lowering their heads or biting their lips, well aware what Jane was talking about. Juliet, too, who was slung out on the leather seats, had this truly abysmal look that reminded Dale of one of the tragic Greek masks he had seen earlier. She had figured it out. After all, she had paid attention in Classics class. Alice hadn’t. So, when Jane did her little dance in front of the perplexed little Miss Collins, she was truly having fun knowing how lost and confused she was, and how she was eventually going to be devastated. ‘These Greek youths, you see, Alice, were cursed by an oracle with the worst possible fates, and only when those fates were achieved, the doors to the Underworld would open.’  
 
    Alice’s mouth dropped open.  
 
    The others, including Juliet, were massaging their faces with their hands. Dale looked about the train and casually noticed Jack’s axe, abandoned, glinting far away from him, and it occurred to Dale he might want to kill himself with that axe right now. Or, at the very least, kill Alice, just to spare her what she was going to hear.  
 
    ‘No way, far out,’ Alice said in such a dreary, weary voice, she sounded high. ‘That’s metal.’  
 
    Daisy crossed her arms, shaking her head. ‘I don’t see what the elements have to do with this,’ she muttered.  
 
    Dale, also, was left confused.  
 
    ‘Yeah, me too,’ he said.  
 
    ‘We’re getting away from the point!’ stressed Jane. ‘Well, I’m sure you think it’s “metal” that one of these girls, Parsaphae, had to have sexual relations with a cow in order for the Underworld doors to open, and your mom played a big part in making that happen.’  
 
    Alice burst out laughing. She backed right away from Jane, hand-on-her-mouth, and it was as if she had been blown by a big gust of wind, she found it so hilarious.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said with a puffy-cheeked, colourful face that resembled a pink balloon; ‘that’s one of the funniest things I’ve ever heard.’  
 
    ‘Yes, that is the Greek myth,’ Juliet said under her breath.  
 
    She looked very nearly glamorous stretched out on those seats, waving the narcissus flower as if it were some kind of fan, although it was never far from Dale’s mind how close she had come to giving birth to the worst things imaginable.  
 
    What was in his mind right now was how — Alice had a point — when you thought about the curse that was, it was funny.  
 
    Dale smirked, about to giggle. Then, Daisy’s eyes fell on him and that glare ended his short memory.  
 
    Alice was in bits, doing a stupid voice… 
 
    ‘ “Hello, I’m Johnny Knoxville, welcome to Jackass, and today we’re going to be having sexual relations with a cow”…’ 
 
    ‘What happened was that she got raped by a bull,’ Jane said, and the laughter stopped. She went on: ‘Zeus transformed into a huge bull and raped that poor girl to death, just so your mom could get into the Underworld.’  
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    It was as if Alice had the laughter sucked right out of her. She stopped, her eyes sparkling, and looked back at Mrs Collins.  
 
    Mrs Collins the entire time at the train’s end near the driver’s compartment had been careful not to react.  
 
    The others nodded then hung their heads, looking mournful.  
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right, Alice,’ Jane continued. ‘And that’s just how one of those poor Greek youths died. What about Eurydice? Who got crushed by a python? Or Paris, who was lost forever in the Greek Labyrinth? Or Heracles, who went insane and killed his own family? Or what about Achilles? We all remember Achilles! In fact that happened in this very train.’ 
 
    Her hand gestured over to the corner where Achilles had lost his foot, and his life, not so long ago.  
 
    ‘You missed out a few,’ Daisy said.  
 
    Dale was sitting with his back hunched, all the weight of the world upon him. How could he not drown in self-pity? He considered just how many horrible events he had seen in the last few days, enough to drive any sane person mad. There had been all the deaths of his friends, losing their heads in Wonderland, or being hacked to death by playing cards like Jack; or there had even been to start with, the massacre of everyone at the carnival back in his home book, where they were beset upon by man-eating trees.  
 
    Any other person would have lost their mind… 
 
    His palms had run through yet again with those emerald green veins. A few bark skin patches appeared over what used to be moist, sweaty flesh; now it was rough, zig-zagged wood.  
 
    His hands felt stiff, rigid, all apart from his fingers which had grown sharp and pointed again.  
 
    Dale hid them behind his back, hoping nobody noticed, and instantly got a look from Daisy again.  
 
    Ooops.  
 
    As Dale shrank back in his seat, he was glad that the conversation sped around back to its old topic. Now, Jane was in Alice’s face pointing with both fingers and saying the things she must’ve long wanted to.  
 
    ‘I could have been back with my sisters in their final moments, comforting them, taking care of them.’ Alice flinched, backing further down the train as Jane went on. ‘Who knows? If I had been back there, I might even have stopped them from dying!’  
 
    ‘That’s a very big “might”,’ Alice said.  
 
    Dale was hardly the expert on social manners but knew had to be one of the worst things to say. When Jane heard this, her sin went deepest fuchsia and she spent a solid minute riling herself up to respond. Just as Dale stared at this, however, he didn’t notice Daisy reaching behind his back and taking out one of his hands. By the time he did notice, she gasped and cut herself. A few fat drops of blood speckled his trouser-leg.  
 
    For his hand was sharp, pointed, deepest barkskin, and it was just like a tree’s cruel greedy hand.  
 
    Dale stared at that and, while the skin on his hand was that heavy maroon tone, he felt his cheeks drain more pale than ever before. He had trouble breathing, even, but as he panted in and out, instead of goose bumps rippling down his arms, he felt fresh spring leaves stretch out of his skin and bulge under his white shirt. If he looked closely, he saw them hidden by that thin layer of white fabric and they wouldn’t remain hidden for long.  
 
    And now Jane had thrown herself across the train to confront Alice again.  
 
    ‘AAAAHH!’ MY SISTERS ARE DEAD! AND I WASN’T WITH THEM! MY SISTERS ARE DEAD BECAUSE OF YOU!’  
 
    ‘HEY, I SAVED YOUR LIFE!’ Alice screamed back. ‘I DIDN’T KILL YOUR SISTERS!’  
 
    ‘NO, BUT YOU TOOK ME AWAY FROM THEM!’  
 
    Daisy saw her chance, got away from Dale, and went to Alice to scream very much the same thing.  
 
    ‘YOU TOOK ME FROM MY HOMETOWN TOO!’ she wailed. ‘MY FAMILY! MY PARENTS! THE STREET THAT I GREW UP IN! NOW IT’S ALL GONE, AND I’LL NEVER SEE IT AGAIN. AND ALL BECAUSE YOU HAD TO GO AND “SAVE MY LIFE” AND “SAVE” MY BOYFRIEND’S LIFE. NEVER MIND HE WENT AND GOT EATEN BY A CROCODILE!’  
 
    The two incensed girls were about to hurl themselves at Alice.  
 
    Juliet just watched from the seats, mournful, one hand on her stomach and the other holding the narcissus.  
 
    Alice had her own problems. She strode over to Mrs Collins who, again, had not left the driver’s compartment doorway. It struck Dale how tall Alice had gotten since he had last seen her, developing well into her teens; she matched Mrs Collins in height.  
 
    Mother and daughter had never looked more alike.  
 
    ‘Is it true, mom? Did you really do all those things to those kids? Did you really do all that? For me?’  
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, I did. Because I love you, Alice. It was horrible and dreadful and some of the worst things in the world but I wanted to have you back in front of me. And now here you are. That’s all I ever wanted. Just to have my darling back in front of me and touch her again.’ Mrs Collins extended a hand, and it didn’t escape Dale’s attention this was the same hand that first cast flame. ‘One day you’ll understand.’  
 
    Alice wobbled as she breathed and took this all in.  
 
    Dale knew how he would react to all of this, his heart pounding. Why, he’d love it. The more he thought, nobody back in his home town had ever spoken like that; and his home town was the fictional stuff of boyhoods swimming in the lake, fireworks on the 4th of July, and first kisses on the porch. Those things he heard didn’t feel like things that could just be written down; they felt real. They felt like things that would be said in the depths of Hell as the flames burned.  
 
    So, when Alice cleared her throat and replied, it was how he expected. 
 
    ‘I understand right now, mom. I love you.’  
 
    The two embraced in a whirl of blue flames and they disappeared behind the driver’s compartment door, reunited at last. Mother and daughter. A single dew-scented tear rolled down Dale’s eye. Daisy and Jane? Well, they hurled themselves at the door, pounding.  
 
    ‘LET US IN! LET US IN!’ howled Daisy. ‘YOU KILLED ALL MY FRIENDS! YOU’RE NOT GOING TO GET AWAY WITH THIS!’  
 
    ‘YOU HEATHENS YOU!’ Jane declared.  
 
    Juliet rolled her eyes and then slung her head back, exhausted. All that had happened and she was still pregnant, relying on the Narcissus flower’s last few petals.  
 
    Jack, on the other hand, just crossed his arms and exhaled as if the drama down at the door was nothing to do with him.  
 
    Dale sat back in his own seat, chuckling. He didn’t know the wisdom of pounding at the driver’s compartment door considering the two people inside.  
 
    Because beneath that door there was a bright blue fire light as the two Collins shared a hug.  
 
    Yet fists pounded kept pounding on its surface as the girls chorused:  
 
    ‘OPEN THE DOOR! OPEN THE DOOR!’  
 
    The more Dale thought the wisdom of demanding a door be opened that had two maniacal fire-throwers behind it, the funnier it got; and before he knew it, he was snorting with laughter.  
 
    He drew odd looks from Jack and Juliet. They didn’t understand. Of course they didn’t. They didn’t have his train-of-thought and couldn’t figure out why he laughed so hard. That was, if they were frowning at his laughing away, finding this all very funny, rather than anything else. And when Dale, reeling back, thought about what else these two could be frowning at, that was when he tasted it again: those rich acidic leaves swilling about his mouth against his teeth and gums threatening to spill out.  
 
    When he had rocked back and forth, laughing, he hadn’t bothered to hide his hands, which were still sharp and pointed with fingers like clawed twigs.  
 
    One last laugh.  
 
    Sweat flung itself down his head as he laughed, and it smelt just like strong tree sap.  
 
    One last laugh.  
 
    His eyes swelled with tears; rich, perfumed sap.  
 
    He snorted so hard leaves flung out of his nostrils and mouth. Big green bulging leaves vivid, visceral as snot, flung down his shirt and trousers.  
 
    The mere sight of this had him do a jack-in-the-box leap from that leather chair and down the train over to the toilet cubicle. That was right by the driver’s compartment, where Daisy and Jane kept hammering and yelling, and even as he approached the train’s most aggressively noisy part, the voices from behind reached fever-pitch.  
 
    ‘DALE, COME BACK, YOU’RE NOT WELL!’ screamed Juliet. ‘STOP! LOOK OUT! DAISY! JANE! WATCH OUT! THERE’S A MONSTER BEHIND YOU!’  
 
    There’s a monster behind you.  
 
    The cruelty of that had Dale flinch a half-second before he reached the door, his hand about to enclose itself about the handle, and that could have been fatal. This was evident the second he paused. Foolishly, he had been about to turn, offer assurances, “I’m not a monster”, but the instant his mouth fell open, another huge leaf fell out, and as he turned around, a shadow fell on his neck.  
 
    A cold rush of air flew along the space right above his back collar.  
 
    And that was when Dale swung into the door, which thankfully opened inwards, hurrying himself into the bathroom.  
 
    One look back, and he saw what that cold air had been: Jack the playing card knight with his axe reeling, having just missed Dale’s neck. Without further ado, Dale slammed the door shut and locked it to leave himself in the dark with slimy leaves drawling down his shirt and trousers like slugs.  
 
    Down his face came these huge, rich-scented tear drops of tree sap.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN  
 
    Dale turned on the light with the hesitation a child does when after a few knocks and creaks, maybe a groan or two, they KNOW they’re going to find a monster under the bed. Now that he was much older, and knew what monsters looked like, his hand reached for the bathroom light with the same fear he had felt as a child. The same certainty in his mind. Yes, he was clever enough to know what he was about to see in the mirror. He was so clever. But the joke was on him; he wished he weren’t so clever, and that the obvious sight wouldn’t greet him, but when he flicked the light-switch and it flickered over the bathroom, he saw what had been expected.  
 
    He saw the obvious.  
 
    A monster in the mirror staring back.  
 
    That monster was him.  
 
    He looked better than expected, not quite a drooling tree yet, though with red eyes, patches of barkskin broken out like acne over his face, and covered in slimy, saliva-slicked leaves, he was well on his way.  
 
    His fingers twirled out even more cruel and deadly under the bathroom light, their points glinting and hurting his eyes. Not just once did he blink examining his new twigs which if he so desired could kill anyone person with just one blow; the fingers were that sharp.  
 
    Never was he to pick his nose again.  
 
    At least not for a while.  
 
    Who knew when this look would wear off? Maybe it was permanent this time or maybe, a few damaging hours later, he would revert back to his normal self. Then he would have to make the usual apologies to the others who, right now, were banging outside the door, calling his name “Dale!”; as if he would just open up and step out, when Jack had just tried to cut his head off.  
 
    No, he would stay in here for a while, looking into the mirror to see how bad things had gotten, and if they had gotten really bad — right now another load of huge leaves splurged out his mouth into the sink — he might turn the light off and sit in the dark, waiting to be human again.  
 
    That would take a while. Speaking of picking his nose, there wasn’t much up there that he, or anyone, would want to pick given the bulbous green leaves were not just in his mouth but crammed up his nostrils ready for a sneeze to blow them out. They felt heavy as napkins crammed up there; and he knew they would be big green banzai jungle leaves that would come flying out. And that they were stuffed in his nostrils, making very ever so hard to breathe; well that was just something he would have to live with.  
 
    After all, the tree he was turning into was not a normal man-eating tree.  
 
    He was to become a Wonderland man-eating tree.  
 
    It had been after they had flung themselves through the book window for the first time, cycling, following that strange Alice girl who knew a way to save their lives. Or so she said. That his friends had all been alive before they followed her was a fact that now Dale tasted in his mouth bitter as black coffee.  
 
    Bitter as fertile spring leaves.  
 
    Back then, he hadn’t known what that had tasted like but when their bikes had flung through the book window, into that forest, he had tasted dirt. From there he had wandered off, seen a mushroom that said, “eat me”, and the rest was history.  
 
    Once he ate that mushroom, and had been wiped out for hours, if not days, Dale had suffered the strangest dreams, all of which had roots spreading through his body, replacing his bloodstream, and also in those dreams, there had been fertile leaves pouting up in the strangest places.  
 
    Carefully, he undid the buttons of his waistcoat and then his white shirt and, already the rustling against the fabric had him shiver. For he already had some idea of what was underneath. Dale winced and then, whoosh, where there had once been simple, sparse lumps of greasy chest hair, now he had revealed dozens, if not hundreds, of pointed spring leaves, all dripping with moisture.  
 
    That sight, of his chest covered with leaves, and all of which had their stalks rooted firm in his flesh just as the hairs had once been, was far too bizarre to make Dale feel sick. If anything, it was so surreal that he thought he might be dreaming again but no, just a little pluck of those leaves produced twinges of pain the way he would’ve gotten if he pulled at body hair.  
 
    Now, he felt dizzy looking down at his huge chest hairy with leaves; and wary that could also make him throw up, resolved not to look down there anymore.  
 
    He took off what remained of his shirt and, there, revealed more hidden leaves. 
 
    Under his armpits there were large green leaves, the kinds of which one might find in the jungle. And when he touched them, subsequently sniffing his fingers, what he got was a mix of soil, body perspiration, and moist tree sap. That scent alone had him nauseously approaching the sink.  
 
    But he wasn’t done.  
 
    Not by a long shot.  
 
    Dale went to unfasten his belt but then thought, no, god no, he would wait before doing that. Because what he would see down there, most likely, would be one of the most horrible sights of his life. Already, he felt it squirming in his pants.  
 
    So he gulped, swallowing, and braced himself to take off his shoes first. 
 
    And he did so, kicking them off and, before removing his socks, felt how stiff and rough his feet felt. After pulling off those socks, and getting a whiff of what smelt like a rainy forest, he saw these barkskin feet with sharp little clawed toes.  
 
    And it was then, facing the mirror, that he unhooked his trousers and removed his breaches.  
 
    Down between his legs was a stiff barkskin penis with leaves spouting out of his pubic hair.  
 
    Dale rushed to put his clothes back on but not before he threw up in the sink. Slushy leaves clogged the plughole.  
 
    He slung himself back with moist, slimy sap dribbling down his chin and leafy chest. His hands had been around the sink but now he let go, crashing to the floor which with his new stiff barkskin knees didn’t feel painful the way it should.  
 
    He threw himself back into the corner, naked, and kicked away the pile of clothes. There, he scrambled for the bathroom’s light switch and with the girls still calling his name, turned it off and dwelt in the dark until his body became human again.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    By the time Dale was normal, naked and human again, the yelling had stopped. Long-since stopped. The yelling had died down, and a melancholy, eerie quiet, had spread over to such a degree, that it seemed everyone on this train was dead.  
 
    And that he, the monster locked in the bathroom, was the only one left alive.  
 
    But, as he combed back his fringe with his hands — finally able to look in the mirror again — he suddenly got quiet himself. If he listened closely, there was twitching and creaking all over the train. It dawned on him they weren’t dead, they were just keeping quiet.  
 
    As he put his clothes back on — the shirt and waist jacket first, doing up the buttons — he thought about why they might be keeping quiet. It wasn’t because of him, surely? No, they had been pounding on his door for at least ten minutes before giving up. And it couldn’t be because of the Collins ladies. They had then started bashing at the driver’s compartment door for another five before the flames roared about the train, a few screams rang out, and then everyone had gotten quiet indeed.  
 
    They really might be dead.  
 
    Dale approached the door, fully-dressed, with his shoes squeaking across the floor, bracing himself for what he might see outside.  
 
    And then he considered, it might not be that they had been killed when the flames roared about the train again. Indeed, he recalled several rounds of hushing and whisperings before the noises drew to a minimum. They hadn’t been killed when the flames roared.  
 
    Instead, they had seen something in the windows.  
 
    He recalled it now, yes: how they had started whimpering and running about the door, and he had been so distracted with his body, that he had forgotten instantly, but they had all been moaning.  
 
    ‘Oh no, what is that?’ Jane had asked in this voice so scared and quiet, it sounded distorted like the voice of a much older, tired and haggard woman. ‘What even is that?’  
 
    ‘It’s covered in fur,’ Daisy had replied.  
 
    And Daisy’s voice, too, had been so frightened that he had barely recognised it; she had spoken with this high-pitched squeak that resembled a small child voice’s and the very sound of it had Dale’s skin crawl.  
 
    Jack had been the worst of them all. He had been so frightened that he couldn’t speak. All Dale had heard was this spluttering, the words caught in his throat. At least that’s what Dale thought that noise was but now, hand enclosing on the bathroom lock, he considered it might have been something far worse. For all he knew, Jack could’ve been choking on his own blood. The two girls had said inaudible things to him, perhaps reacting, maybe asking if he was okay, and then there had been a series of bangs again the windows, the entire train shook, and everyone fell silent.  
 
    Dale took a deep breath with his hand around the door handle and for once, he wished that he were a tree again. A nice, strong tree. Instead his fleshy, moist palms ran with sweat. He was human, all too human, and now he would have to go out and face whatever was out there.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    The door swung open to an empty train corridor. The flames outside, having crashed and wailed about their train like waves, had now cooled and shrank high as grassland, their noise nothing more than the flicker of a wintery fireplace. Absence of heavy firelight left the train gloomy and ominous. A long dark-grey slab of flooring led in between the black leather seats and poles right the way to the train’s end. Behind him the driver’s compartment door remained locked, unmolested now, imprints on its frame where their girly hands had bashed it for minutes. Before him, the bathroom door’s nasal whine lasted just long enough for Dale to turn at a ninety-degree angle, over to the blazing gold train windows.  
 
    Windows sparkling with greasy gold moisture, ugly, sodden liquid the colour of toilet bowls. While that had his eyes narrowing with distaste, what took his breath away were the figures that appeared to moving behind the glass out in the flames. Galloping hooves rang in his ears.  
 
    Horned creatures flickered past the glass. 
 
    That was all he needed to know he had to get down, stay down, unless he wanted to lose his life.  
 
    Dale hit the metal floor and kept low. Down the corridor he crawled, one hand and then another hand and then one foot and then, slap, his first hand got clasped by Jack. The playing card had wriggled out from under the seats where they, along with Jane, Daisy and Juliet, had been hiding. Jack’s terrified eyes seared into Dale’s. That was enough to keep him quiet. He slid beneath the leather seats, hiding with the card and the girls. 
 
    ‘What are those things?’ he asked Jack, desperate to avoid revealing the leaf that was still stuck in his throat, and to think, he had felt so normal opening that door second ago. ‘Are those what I think they are?’  
 
    ‘They’re fauns,’ Jack said. ‘Straight out of the depths of…’ 
 
    ‘H-E-double-hockey-sticks,’ finished Juliet.  
 
    Horned creatures with huge tongues, covered with fur and with hooves, hovered all over his mind; what was left of it, anyway. Just being stuck down here in Hell for a few hours had begun to melt away Dale’s brain; that, and the mushroom illness he suffered, which even now brought leaves prickling all over his chest. His mind might be slowly going, but not his imagination, and what those creatures would do to him… he could certainly imagine that.  
 
    The others had no problem, either. 
 
    ‘They’re going to tear us apart,’ Jane sobbed. ‘Oh god, they’re going to tear us apart.’  
 
    ‘Not if I can help it,’ Jack said.  
 
    ‘Not if I can help it, either,’ Daisy added.  
 
    ‘Or me,’ Juliet said.  
 
    Whispering to each other slung on the floor like that, it was like they were kids playing a game. The reality was quite different. Horrific one might say. But as they whispered to one another, their eyes flashing, it was like they were all in this together, and they all had each other, and that at least offered the tiniest sliver of hope. Apart from Jane, who averted her eyes, they all looked at Dale.  
 
    ‘What do you say, kid?’ asked Jack. ‘Deal?’ 
 
    ‘No, no deal.’ Daisy grinned. ‘DALE!’  
 
    Dale grinned back as the others groaned at the terrible pun.  
 
    They groaned a little too loud.  
 
    Around the train the noises began. The worst hullaballoo Dale had ever heard in his life, and it was so terrifying that every inch of his body became wet, petrified and useless; and he couldn’t even lift his hands to plug his ears. The others were the same, the floor about their bodies becoming damp with sweat like police-outlines.  
 
    The noise came from the fauns about the train but it sounded like every animal he’d ever heard of. What sounded like a zoo melting alive in the flames,  breaking free from the fire to scream at their train and everything that was inside. This terrible mix of high-pitched shrieks, roars, and low drawling growls.  
 
    Encircling the train were these galloping hooves. Round and round. Round and round. Their force was what Dale imagined similar to thunderbolts cracking in an oven.  
 
    Any leaves sprawled over the train floor trembled.  
 
    The leather seats creaked with long-drawn out wails as if even they, the inanimate furniture, were scared out of their wits.  
 
    The flames outside cracked and bristled as huge faun hooves ran over them at high-speed, going around in a circle, and going so fast, that fire rose up and sprayed as if it were simple desert dust. 
 
    A herd of fauns circled the train.  
 
    Dale only had to stick his head up slightly, close to the window, to realize that. Even if a swarm of leaves were going down his back, and he felt moist all over with sweat, he just had to go further and see for himself, and that meant sticking his head up against the glass window to see.  
 
    What happened was that he came face-to-face with a horned figure wearing a Venetian mask. “Face”, being a relative term, for he could not see its face only the mask with beady black eyes. The creature resembled a huge goat walking on its hind legs, brown hairy chest, its black horns primed behind its ears. This must be a faun, he thought, and indeed, there were many more of the creatures galloping behind, all wearing venetians masks, all with silky grey fingers for hands and hooves for feet. When they ran, they used their hooves to gallop. Those grey hands, though, with their unlikely curled fingers, were left free.  
 
    Its beady eyes registered Dale. Its black pupils lit with mischief.  
 
    The faun reached for its mask with the odd grey hands, in reaction to seeing him, and before he could see the face behind, Jack wrenched him down.  
 
    ‘You’ll thank me later,’ Jack said.  
 
    ‘I’ll thank you now,’ Dale replied, panting.  
 
    But he didn’t get a chance because right then the closest train automatic doors howled open, a pair of fauns reached inside, grabbed Jack’s legs and swung him out into their herd. 
 
    Through the train there came an extreme cry of:  
 
    ‘JACK! JACK! NO! NOT! JACK!’  
 
    The reaction inside the train was pandemonium, everyone screaming, as Jack had been the only one of them who was a fighter, a soldier, even if the girls and Dale had done a fair bit of fighting and killing on their own. Jack had been the toughest of them all, he supposed, and the only one who marched into battle, but then Dale glanced about the train, saw Juliet clenching her narcissus flower beneath the seats, and thought that of any of them, surely she was the toughest. She was pregnant, stuffed with horrible gnashing puppies, and that must’ve been the hardest thing of all to deal with. Then again, she screamed as well as the others. Heck, he screamed, too.  
 
    If Jack wasn’t the toughest, and he wasn’t the biggest killer, then he might have been the most capable, not traumatised, monstrous or pregnant, unlike Dale and the girls, and his superhuman playing card fighting ability was going to be much missed aboard the train. 
 
      
 
    Dale blinked, panicking.  
 
    There, you’re thinking as if he’s gone already.  
 
    Out he looked through the glass window to see them carrying Jack away, their grey hands grabbing at his joker bib, and already the playing card wailed away as if the very worst things in the world were being done to him.  
 
    Dale’s heart pounded.  
 
    The others’ screams swelled in his ears. 
 
    He lunged after Jack and threw himself through the doors, into the herd of infernal fauns.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
    Although he had been to Wonderland, Dale had never heard a joker card scream before, and especially not in the depths of H-E-double-hockey sticks. As the fauns tossed about Jack, hording around him, it transpired he was either going to be torn apart or burnt alive.  
 
    Fire rustled beneath faun hooves as if it were mere sand but when a mortal body such as Jack’s got near, he sweltered and screamed the way flames would cook up anyone else. Flames glittered about his arms and legs, as he was tossed from faun to faun, carelessly, nearly falling into the fire on several occasions. But falling close, though, was bad enough, the flames drawn to him and attaching briefly multiple times to his clothes. Ironically, it was the fauns who yanked him from the flames just when it seemed he was going to fall in, only to toss him again between them; a rag doll being hurled about by bullies.  
 
    And Dale didn’t hesitate to fling himself through the doors right after.  
 
    The insanity of this occurred when he landed on the back of one faun and went to wrap his hands around its neck. The fauns had congregated just outside the train doors, playing their game with Jack, so it was not too hard to grab onto one; that was the easy part. They were playing with Jack to his left. The faun he grabbed, though, was to the right, and the second he grabbed it, the faun hurtled off running to the left.  
 
    That was when he saw what a large round cave their train had become trapped in: flames beneath their feet and hooves, yes, but far above their head, there was this sleek black rock they had no hope of breaking through.  
 
    Given the faun he was holding onto, though, Dale had other problems. Dale was no expert horse-back rider, and certainly no great “faun rider”, so his hands slipped, and he just about grabbed onto the faun’s furry back as he was dragged along the fiery ground by the knees.  
 
    He yowled out with the worst pain in his life.  
 
    ‘AARRGGGH! OH GODDDDDDDD!’  
 
    And he bit down into his lip, drawing blood, for the pain was so great and furious, that it meant soon he tasted bitter-rich blood as he knees burned. He grappled up the faun’s furry back and soon, wrapping his legs about its waist, was able to ride the creature again.  
 
    What pain he had experienced left his legs aching, burning hot, and when he glanced down, sure that such agony must’ve seared them clean off, he was surprised to see not only that he had both legs but that they were in pristine condition, trouser-legs grubby but untouched. That was when he understood that falling off in this place, experiencing the flames, would be no different than when someone cursed and the lights went out, and the train became a baking-hot oven; if that got scrubbed from existence the minute it stopped, then it was the same with any injuries he suffered in the fire beneath. His legs, having been burning to a crisp seconds ago, now felt and looked like they were good as new, albeit in the same grubby trousers. Any damage had been completely resolved.  
 
    And maybe the same with any injuries the fauns inflicted.  
 
    Not that they had much luck inflicting any injuries to begin with.  
 
    The good news kept coming.  
 
    The faun had no way of pulling him off; its grey arms couldn’t reach behind its back and so swung about madcap like a hapless, pathetic puppet. Dale laughed at its uselessness. Other fauns had arms, though. They reached out for him. He kicked them away and, when that didn’t work, elbowed them away. 
 
    At the back of his throat there was a small little nauseous leaf poking itself up but he didn’t feel as sick or as monstrous as before. Pity. He could’ve taken these fauns as a giant tree.  
 
    And then he stared about the flaming ground and wasn’t so sure a tree would do so well in these conditions. It was, after all, made of wood.  
 
    While any pain or injury he suffered as a tree would be excised, it wouldn’t help to be crumbling to pieces every few seconds; especially when his plan was to rescue Jack as quickly as possible.  
 
    So, he planted his hands around the faun’s head horns and, gripping that way, steered the poor unfortunate creature back to the right.  
 
    He rode that faun like a cowboy.  
 
    The others watched, gobsmacked, from the train, with Daisy and Juliet having put their hands up against the train windows to gawp at what he was doing. Dale waved his hand out as if he had a cowboy hat, hollering, and then returned to grip the horns with both hands hard as he could. God forbid he crashed now. In fact, crashing was exactly what he planned to do.  
 
    He veered the faun hard to the right.  
 
    He crashed the faun back into its herd.  
 
    A car-crash collision resulted, with fauns flying backwards into the flames and skidding over to hit the train. Dale was surprised, even, that he remained riding the faun and that he hadn’t let go. So many of the creatures had been knocked asunder.  
 
    And that meant that Jack, poor Jack, had been knocked into the flames, and there he writhed about burning, screaming, and Dale found out for the second time what a joker card burning in hell sounded like. His teeth gritted as he listened to Jack. Wow, what a terrible sound. And he could hardly wait to reach out one of his arms and grab Jack’s bib, scooping him up from the fire even if he were red hot, and then they both yowled together. Both Jack, and Dale: the person who hoisted him up.  
 
    All he wanted to do was hoist Jack up quick as possible but it wasn’t that easy. Not with the faun he rode.  
 
    That faun wasn’t too happy with being rode. And that faun still had arms. So, when Dale let go of one of its horns and reached down right in front of the faun to haul up Jack, that faun must’ve decided it was the perfect to strike: this was Dale within reach of its terrible cloven arms.  
 
    And so the faun’s arm shot out and grabbed Dale by the waistcoat. Down he fell, still holding Jack, into the flames. All he saw was his face flying down for the terrible writhing orange inferno, its surface rippling, rushing over; and then when he fell through it; that was the worst agony he had ever suffered. Flames absorbed his face the water absorbed a flannel. Within seconds, in fact, it felt like his face had been burnt clean off, and the flames were rushing in and out of his skull through his eyes sockets, and the agony was so incredible, Dale would’ve begged to be killed.  
 
    His hand, which had been holding Jack, withered just like a leaf being burnt to a crisp, and Dale was forced to confront the possibility that maybe, just maybe, because he was this monstrous tree, the flames caused even more pain.  
 
    The two rolled about the flames together, being held only by the horrible faun, and then, all of  sudden they got yanked back out of the flames. Well, Dale did. He had been raised up by the faun but obviously not high enough to carry Jack along with him. The poor playing card remained with his face drenched in the fire, even if his back and four limbs were able to hover above the flames’ surface. It looked painful. Horrific. That must be why they called this place “Hell”.  
 
    The others screamed from the train window. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ Dale screamed. ‘DON’T WORRY I’M NOT GOING TO LET GO!’ 
 
    Jack’s muffled screaming from inside the flames couldn’t be heard. The faun holding Dale wasn’t going to let go, either. And what was worse, a dozen other fauns had gathered around; so many, they blocked view of the train.  
 
    But they were about to move. 
 
    They were about to move. Fast. 
 
    Fauns fell away from the train, scattering. The creatures swivelled out the way, some by choice, some clearly being shoved away, and there were others which fell away to reveal their chests bloody or their limbs hacked off. A few fauns fell aside with the venetian masks falling off their faces, and as soon as this happened, they grasped and struggled with their faces as if what those masks hid was so hideous, not even the fauns could stand for it to exposed. Indeed, any fauns in the line of sight of those with missing masks immediately looked the other way and kept on riding.  
 
    Straight through the crowd came Jane, swinging Jack’s axe, riding her own faun. She had jumped out the train, it seemed, grabbed one of those creatures and used Jack’s axe to clear the way, and she had no trouble sensing that by grabbing the faun’s horns, she could steer it wherever. For her, that was going to be straight into the herd.  
 
    ‘Whoa,’ gasped Dale.  
 
    Jack, who couldn’t see a thing down in the flames, and who was still in incredible pain, kept screaming. To be honest, Dale was in incredible pain, too, holding onto Jack as his hand heated up from the temperature, its knuckles going all red and sweltering, literally melting off like wax. If Jane was riding over them, then she had better be riding fast.  
 
    ‘AAARRGGH!’ gasped Dale. ‘AAARRGGH!’  
 
    So, it was the faun grabbing Dale, whose hand was slowly burning off as he dangling down and grabbing Jack. 
 
    He had to bite his tongue not to swear, given how painful it was having his hand dipped in fire. Please, Jane. Please come quick.  
 
    Her ride over wasn’t as easy as it looked, and it didn’t look easy at all, it looked bloody difficult. With fauns surrounding her on all sides, she wasn’t going to get over to Dale and Jack anytime soon. So, Dale had to take matters into his own hands — literally.  
 
    The faun that grasped his arm with both hands, struggling over Jack, had its mask loose.  
 
    Dale seized the opportunity.  
 
    Or rather, his hand seized the mask. To do this he had to momentarily let go of Jack and swing that hand around, grabbing the long venetian nose and yanking off. And when he tore it away from the faun, looking up at the same time — he saw what lay beneath the faun’s eyes and nose.  
 
    At the bottom of its face, previously hidden by the mask, the faun had this huge rows of teeth. Shark teeth. Ones that came rotten, yellow, but no less sharp, and they looked the kind that tore through flesh and bone.  
 
    So, he swung with the mask and bashed the faun over the head. The creature keeled over, let go of his arm, and its body became like a raft which Dale climbed upon.  
 
    He tugged Jack up, onto the faun with him and while the playing card’s body had been initially engulfed by flames, they soon flickered away and Jack was physically back to normal. Physically, that was… psychologically, he might never be the same. As he looked up at Dale, his eyes were bloodshot and that stiff-upper-lip trembled. Dale got the idea Jack had already seen messed-up things, and been warped, psychologically, and had thought the flames wouldn’t make that worse, but he turned out to be wrong.  
 
    Then again, he himself was hardly in spiffing condition. And only when Dale talked, did he realize.  
 
    ‘You’re foaming at the mouth,’ the playing card told him with a jittery voice, more concerned than anything else. ‘You look like a lunatic.’  
 
    ‘Better than looking like a tree,’ Dale said.  
 
    A waterfall of froth had come out Dale’s mouth during his encounter with the faun and only now did he wipe it way from his chin. In his other hand was the faun’s venetian mask, covered in blood. He would have thrown it away but a look past Jack signalled the danger was far from over.  
 
    While some fauns fought Jane, what was left of the herd now drifted over to Dale and Jack’s makeshift raft. That faun dead body which, sadly, quickly, was beginning to sink into the fire.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO  
 
    ‘Kid, you really look awful,’ Jack breathed at Dale and then admitted, ruffling a hand through his dirty- gnarly, red hair which came out in strands over his face, ‘but probably not as awful as I feel. Get your fists, ready. I hope you can give a good deck.’  
 
    ‘I was a prizefighter in high school.’  
 
    ‘Perfect.’ Jack then looked out at the fauns skulking closer, their grey hands not quite balled fists but their heads with horns lowered looking like they could deal a nasty buck. ‘These ain’t high schoolers.’  
 
    Fauns volleyed at Jack.  
 
    He smacked one with the back of his hand, swatting it away easy as a fly, and then grabbed another faun and yanking it up, used that faun’s whole body as a bludgeon to smash the next two fauns that approached.  
 
    Fauns volleyed at Dale. He got his fists up.  
 
    Jack swung the faun he had been holding into those, new fauns and batted them away as if they were baseballs into the sides of the round cave they were in. He then turned to Dale without so much as a breath. Dale could see why the Queen of Hearts kept Jack around.  
 
    ‘You’d be pretty handy in a bar-fight.’  
 
    ‘I’ve been in bars worse than this,’ Jack replied.  
 
    ‘In Wonderland?’  
 
    ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Did you think that White Rabbit was clean-sober?’  
 
    Now that he had said this, Dale longed for a drink and just when Dale was getting twitchy, something happened that made Dale both twitchy and jumpy, and that was the faun they stood on, their feet in its chest like it was a carpet, sinking down properly into the flames.  
 
    Their feet danced about the fire.  
 
    Dale jumped and leapt-kicked over a thin layer of naked flame, desperate to avoid the heat.  
 
    ‘Ow! Ow! Ow!’ he gasped. ‘Whoa! Ow! Oh! Gosh!’  
 
    Jack had been stood on the last furry patch of faun still elevated, not having sunk into the fire yet, and just when Dale wondered why he wasn’t jumping about, Jack took this big leap and landed on another faun’s floating body about a swing away from us.  
 
    He jumped over those faun bodies like hopscotch.  
 
    There was an entire trail of faun bodies battered, bludgeoned or cut-up with Jane’s axe leading back to the train.  
 
    ‘Come on, son,’ Jack said. ‘Be quick on those feet. I thought you were a prize-fighter?’  
 
    Dale took a deep breath and, all around, felt the sizzling flames rise. Their heat scorched his ankles. Soon, he would be sinking down into that fire. And Jane, over in the cave’s corner, still fighting over fauns with an axe, wouldn’t be over in time to rescue him. So, he did a quick one-two step over the dead faun bodies and joined Jack on the third one, clinging onto him. 
 
    Their floating faun wobbled, the fire around bubbling.  
 
    ‘Easy,’ Jack said.  
 
    A trio of new fauns came up flinging their hands at Jack and Dale, and now they had to fight these ones. Of course, Jack had dropped his full-size body bludgeon from before and so had to be quick with his hands, swinging a fist at the new faun that knocked them, and the faun behind them, over into the flames. Yet, there was one faun left and that one had its grey hands shoot for Dale’s throat. And so he with his fists raised had to rely on the prize-fighting skills that, since high school, now seemed such a long time ago. 
 
    The faun approached.  
 
    Dale swung.  
 
    Out went his right-hook and then the southpaw, and when the faun staggered back, its face had been cut to pieces.  
 
    ‘Wow,’ Jack said. ‘Take it easy, kid.’  
 
    Dale examined his fingers: they were long, sharp and pointed twigs again.  
 
    ‘Good god,’ he breathed.  
 
    Quickly, he hid his hands. But an exchange of the eyes with Jack, and it seemed that he wouldn’t be able to hide this for long.  
 
    ‘Don’t let the others see,’ Jack cautioned.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t planning to.’  
 
    ‘I mean it. They think you’re a monster.’ Jack swallowed then cleared his throat. ‘There’s enough monsters in this place. Now, where’s my axe?’  
 
    Jane’s scream from behind rose up into the air vivid as a fireball. And there was no way that was a damsel-in-distress scream, that was a war-scream. Then sounded the recognisably fierce gust of a swishing axe. Next thing Jack and Dale knew, their new raft had a severed faun’s head skidding over to it through the sandy flames as if it were no more than a beach volley-ball.  
 
    Jack scooped it up.  
 
    Dale gagged. ‘Oh, don’t,’ he protested.  
 
    What he didn’t like was that, despite being sickened by that severed faun head, this huge new leaf had clearly made its way up from the back of his throat and was now swimming about his gums. The transformation that had occurred before was perhaps minutes away from happening again; and this would make it much harder for him to be let back into the train… if they even made it to the train.  
 
    Dale barely had time to think about that.  
 
    Jack hadn’t just picked up the head because he was gross, there were practical reasons: coming at them was another flurry of fauns, and they needed to gain the upper-hand, somehow. Jack swung the ball about like a mace and knocked a fair few fauns off their hoofs back into the flames. A few venetian masks splintered and cracked. When Dale saw those masks lying about the flames, sinking into the fire, the remnants of a Halloween party in hell, he immediately shut his eyes. The last thing he needed was to see those white lights again. In the dark, it was even worse than with his eyes open. There, he couldn’t see what was happening to him and anything could be happening. Was it getting hot in here? It was hot in here, being H-E-double-hockey-sticks, of course, but it felt even worse and more foreboding in the dark.  
 
    He opened his eyes with some relief to see the flaming cave again and this time, Dale was about to swing the severed head like a bowling ball into a new herd of approaching fauns.  
 
    ‘There’s so many of them!’ he yelled at the playing card. ‘We need to get back to the train!’  
 
    CRASH.  
 
    ‘What do you think I’m trying to do?’ snapped Jack as fauns scattered like bowling pins all over the cave’s flaming fire bed.  
 
    ‘You’re too busy fighting!’ Dale protested and then he had to duck as Jack launched a fist at a faun right behind.  
 
    ‘You’re welcome!’ he told Dale as he grabbed the faun and steered it around, onto their raft.  
 
    Dale fell to the floor, which was the floating faun’s chest, and then scrambled away from the kicking hooves of Jack’s new victim far as he could. He clenched his knees, head down, sitting in the corner like a bad school-kid.  
 
    ‘Please, we can’t fight them all!’ he tugged at Jack’s leg. ‘We need to get back to the train!’  
 
    He looked over to see Juliet and Daisy waving from the windows but then back at Jack to find him complaining:  
 
    ‘You’re not fighting them all! I’m fighting them all!’  
 
    Dale rolled his eyes but acknowledged Jack had a point. So the next faun that came creeping up, its venetian mask nose poking his shoulder, he swung about and went to hit the creature.  
 
    Instead he threw up in its face.  
 
    A vomit stream of leaves.  
 
    The faun fell back, scattering over the flames in retreat. Dale looked from the faun to Jack to see the playing card knight shocked and then he looked over at Jane to see her, too, horrified. The last time he had transformed, they had wanted him dead. And so Dale shrank away, ashamed, even when fauns now circled their position. There were so many fauns they could no longer see Jane who, herself, had been struggling to deal with an onslaught of the creatures.  
 
    There were so many fauns, they could not see the train.  
 
    And Dale couldn’t do anything to help. Another stare between him and Jack, and it was like a mutual silent agreement that he shouldn’t fight anymore: lest, that is, he turn into a gigantic monstrous tree again. That didn’t make him feel any better. Not at all. He became weak at the knees. And he felt himself falling. Then Jack escorted a weak Dale down onto their faun-raft’s stomach.  
 
    ‘It’s okay, kid,’ Jack whispered with as much paternal care as he could muster, ‘I’ll do the fighting from here… I’ll do the fighting.’  
 
    Dale shook his head. Fighting? What? That was exactly the opposite of what he wanted. He opened his mouth but another barrage of leaves clogging his throat meant the chosen message croaked out, along with a few horrid, slimy spring leaves.  
 
    ‘Got to get back… got to get back to the train.. get back to the train… get back to the TRAIN!’  
 
    Jack’s eyes flared. He was tired of this message. 
 
    Little did he know there was a faun sneaking up right behind him. Its black beady eyes flashed at Dale as if sharing a secret. Don’t make a sound. And then, mischievously, unbelievably, one of its impish grey fingers snuck up to its mouth to “shush” Dale. He blinked, gobsmacked.  
 
    ‘Oh, the train!’ Jack declared in mock bravado. ‘Yes, let’s get back to the train!’  
 
    ‘Yes, let’s get back to the train!’ Dale agreed, nodding. ‘Please, I want to get back to the train!’  
 
    ‘SO LET’S GET BACK TO THE TRAIN!’ Jack roared.  
 
    Jack then turned, picked up the faun about to attack him, and dunking his head into the flames, used the faun as a rowing paddle to steer their faun-raft over to the train. He had to thwack several fauns, with the faun he was holding, no less, to get them moving out the way. Still, the fauns closed in.  
 
    ‘THERE’S TOO MANY OF THEM!’ Dale cried. ‘THERE’S WAY TOO MANY OF THEM!’  
 
    ‘I CAN SEE THAT!’ Jack yelled back; and so loud that Dale’s ears rang. ‘BELIEVE ME, I CAN SEE THAT!’  
 
    Another scream from Jane rose into the air behind them, and this time it obviously not a war-cry but a scream of absolute terror.  
 
    The encircling fauns with their beady black eyes narrowed their heads down, about to buck Dale and Jack to pieces. Their hooves clopping through the flames was already a noise driving Dale insane. The thought that, during the fight, he would grab a Venetian mask and reveal another faun’s face… this was too much to bear.  
 
    ‘THERE’S TOO MANY OF THEM! THERE’S WAY TOO MANY OF THEM!’ he screeched at the top of his lungs. Then, he took a deep breath, forgot himself, and let out the immortal word. ‘SHIT!’ 
 
    The curse rushed and echoed about the cave, its peaks, corners and crevices, resounding with almost-musical notation, and resounding for so long that it very nearly sounded pretty. 
 
    But what Dale had said was still a swear, and an ugly swear at that, and once it left his mouth, there was a bitter taste on his tongue — to counterpoint the acidic leaves still swilling about his gums — for, once again, he had done a hellish thing.  
 
    The fauns petrified, themselves shocked. They might not have known what he said, but they at least felt its impact.  
 
    Beneath their raft, there was a deep colossal banging. Bang, bang, bang. Every new second came accompanied with this bang. Dale looked at Jack. Bang. Then, they looked down at the flames beneath their feet which moved with earthquake tremors. Earthquake noises, too. Bang, bang, BANG! 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
    Huge swathes of fire rose up as waves, curving about the cave, and Jack, Dale and Jane found themselves being carried along the cave walls. They were spirited away by the fire, which rose to bury the fauns, and then carry the three people off their feet and have them flying about the cave.  
 
    The way the cave was structured was like this gigantic open oyster shell with the flames down below where the bed would have been; and when somebody swore, the flames rose like waves and whirled about like a carousel whoever was unlucky enough be outside. That was Jane, Jack, and Dale.  
 
    As the flames rose high, the train rose with them.  
 
    The three moved so fast, speeding with the waves, that the flames hurling themselves at their faces and bodies didn’t hit hard enough to register, even though after a few second spinning about the cave.  
 
    A glance at the train, which had risen with them, and which was now slung, writhing like a metal snake amidst the fire.  
 
    Dale tried to grab onto the walls. Oh god, he tried. But as the flames spun him and the others about the walls, he got dizzy and his hands got weak, and then it became hard to get a hold on anything. He threw up again, and all that happened was this gust of leaves came blowing out. A saliva-slicked leaf landed on Jane’s face. She gagged, a single tear rolling down from her eye, no matter how chaotically she was being thrown about by the big hot wind; this was surely the nadir.  
 
    The fauns, which had been buried by the flames, rose up, too, and got tossed about by the hectic fire and wind the way boats would in a storm, hurled this way and that, crashing into each other.  
 
    That gave Dale an idea.  
 
    But he had better think fast, for the fauns didn’t just crash into each other, they also crashed into the three humans, who were made of considerably weaker stuff. A hoof went straight into Dale’s face; he bit his tongue and tasted blood again. Hooves were flying everywhere he looked, in fact; and when he recovered, blinking, from that first kick, he saw Jack and Jane had also taken their fair share of beatings even if both were able to respond with beatings of their own.  
 
    The three floated atop the cave, suspended by hot air, flames flying all around, and fauns flying at them.  
 
    Jack with his superhuman playing card strength grabbed one faun and used it as a bat to swat away several other fauns. Another faun came at him, he grabbed it and then whirled the faun around by its hooves, using its horns to buck other fauns that came near. He finally launched the faun away like a spear and sure enough its body crashed into several other fauns and had them flying like bowling pins down into the flames.  
 
    Jane used her axe to chop up any faun that came near. A trio of fauns of went back with their heads split open or, spinning around, just headless. Dale gawped, appalled. And then he tried to get out of the way of headless fauns, dodging left and right, up and down. Floating in the air like this, suspended mid-air in H-E-double-hockey-sticks, was just like swimming underwater, and it was getting just as hard to breathe with all the hellfire flames and sparks flying.  
 
    The entire time floating in the air he had to dodge the flames, which rose and fell just like tempestuous stormy sea waves. Oh, how he wished he hadn’t eaten that albatross in what felt like so long ago. But this was what he had to deal with now, and so he just got on with it.  
 
    Dale grabbed a hit, reeling faun and used it a shield to repel both the flames and the other fauns flying in his direction. The metallic screech when faun horn locks was worse than nails on a blackboard, it was like CLAWS drawing vibrant, violent lines down chalk, perforating, violating.  
 
    Speaking of claws… 
 
    The faun got hard to hold.  
 
    Dale’s hands shook, and his throat filled up with slimy spring leaves again, and he had to abandon that brief makeshift shield. Just as he did, he glanced at his hands and saw how sharp and pointed they had become.  
 
    That produced another volley of leaves out his mouth as he vomited, aghast at what he was about to become yet again.  
 
    The lights flickered.  
 
    Dale had forgotten this part. When someone swore, the lights always went out.  
 
    And it was happening, now.  
 
    Light. Dark. Light. Dark. The cave transitioned between visibility and pitch-black in split-second flashes too fast for him to count. And if he were able to count the seconds on his fingers, he wouldn’t have been able to do so anyway; they were too thin and spindly — twigs, once more.  
 
    When the lights went out again, and pitch-black descended with the flames still there, cooking, roasting alive, but invisible, Dale was at least glad that he couldn’t see him transform yet again into a horrible monstrous tree. As dew-scented tears rolled out his eyes, he could at least take comfort in that.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
    Then there was light.  
 
    Light. Light. Glorious light.  
 
    Light that hurt it was so sudden, bright, unexpected and sharp; so sharp that it had Dale cast a hand over his eyes.  
 
    Light that fell over the entire cave wide and vivid as the sunrise. Only its colour, eerie, moody, was more like the colour of moonlight. Like a moonlight colour from folklore, yammered on about in songs, whispered about in stories by the fireplace. Now, what was that colour again? Dale might’ve been hiding his eyes with one hand, careful not to poke them out with his sharp things, but he could reach up and scratch his hair with the other.  
 
    As he thought about that mysterious light.  
 
     Blue. Blue. BLUE.  
 
    Blue light. Blue fire.  
 
    A path to the train below became illuminated by blue fireballs.  
 
    The two Collins family ladies were there, like twin Lady Liberty with their lanterns, guiding Dale and friends back home. Mighty women with torches. Give me a shot of whisky; on second, thought, six shots, Dale thought, Damn Prohibition. God, how he wanted to be down on that train. He and the others swam down through the air without a second thought and only when he was spiting distance away from the flames did he think to hide his hands. No need. A collapse back through the automatic doors, shivering onto the metal floor of the train’s corridor, and he examined his palms to see them moisten back to normal. Human. All too human.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
    The two Collins ladies strode about while he remained on the floor, still hiding his hands, insecure, praying nobody would notice him. Even if Jane had tackled bigger threats outside, with an axe to boot, she still shot him an uneasy glance every now and then. Most people, though, focussed on the Collins family. Juliet lay down on her belly, obviously not caring about what was inside the womb, hands on her chin, enraptured; in between her fingers was that narcissus flower.  
 
    ‘There is a way out of here,’ Mrs Collins said; ‘but you’ve all got to promise not to laugh.’  
 
    ‘There’s no chance of that at this point,’ Jack promised. 
 
    Mrs Collins exchanged a look with Alice. Dale didn’t like that look.  
 
    ‘Well, okay,’ Mrs Collins said, ‘the only way out of here is through Poet’s Corner.’  
 
    Jack processed this and then snorted.  
 
    Dale, too sobered to laugh, instead looked down, staring at the ashy, rotten floor. Amidst the numerous black ashes, there were also chewed-up pieces of gum and tucked behind one chair, a Visit Scotland leaflet. He blinked, furiously. That was the last thing he saw for a while. 
 
    ‘A Poet’s Corner! Ridiculous!’ groaned Jane. ‘Just like Westminster Abbey.’  
 
    ‘Just like Westminster Abbey,’ nodded Juliet.  
 
    ‘What’s Westminster Abbey?’ asked Jack.  
 
    Before anyone could answer the Alice in Wonderland playing card knight, Juliet blurted out with a question of her own. 
 
    ‘Why does Hell have a Poet’s Corner?’  
 
    The flames roared, lights went out, and silence fell once again.  
 
    ‘Remember, no swearing!’ Mrs Collins whispered.  
 
    She illuminated a blue fireball that cast some ambience about the train. That huge blue ball in her hand was like one a fortune teller might use. Dale, sitting on the floor, clutching his knees, became consumed with wonder. The swirling flames, round and round, spiralling into infinity, had his lip dropping. Enchanted. Its heat, however, cast his skin into this itchy pallor with spots breaking out all over. He was, after all, a monstrous tree.  
 
    ‘I hate you so much,’ Jane said, presumably about Alice, though in the dark it was hard to tell.  
 
    ‘Hello? Why does this place have a poet’s corner?’ Juliet asked again.  
 
    Of course it has a Poet’s Corner, Dale thought. It’s Hell. Little did he know.  
 
    ‘It must’ve been created by nine-year-old Alice,’ Alice muttered.  
 
    ‘Nonsense, you loved poetry when you were younger,’ Mrs Collins said, clarifying, ‘you must understand this isn’t the real damnation. This place was created, pure and simple. The poets inside are imprisoned here.’  
 
    ‘How poetic,’ Jane snarked.  
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Jack said.  
 
    ‘Poetic justice,’ joked Alice.  
 
    ‘Shut up!’ spat Jane. ‘It’s because of you we’re in this mess!’  
 
    Molly’s fireball veered ever so slightly in Jane’s direction and the girl buttoned her lip as if Mrs Collins would melt the face off the last surviving Jane Austen character. She really would. 
 
    But then Daisy spoke up: 
 
    ‘Excuse me. Hello, hi. Yeah. Over here. It might just be me and I could be missing something but I want to know, how is a Poet’s Corner going to get us out of this place?’ 
 
    Dale figured something out. 
 
    The icebergs.  
 
    The albatross.  
 
    The hellish thing. 
 
    He cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘We were up in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner; that was the book we were in,’ he said. ‘That was a poem. Are we going to Poet’s Corner to find Samuel Taylor Coleridge?’ 
 
    ‘Close.’ She held out a finger. ‘We’re going to find Dante Alighieri.’  
 
    Juliet snorted so loud that it attracted everyone’s attention and they looked over with furrowed brows as she went to say the inevitable.  
 
    ‘That’s batshit insane,’ she said.  
 
    The flames roared again but, Mrs Collins holding up the glow in her hand, any didn’t impact. The serene electric aura of that blue flame, its eerie, melancholy glow, made sure they didn’t so much as suffer a second in the dark this time around. That, of course, couldn’t last. Everyone breathed in, savouring the oxygen not sucked in by the flame, and some people perhaps got too cocky.  
 
    Alice told off Juliet.  
 
    ‘Stop fucking swearing.’  
 
    The flames roared.  
 
    The lights went out. Even Molly’s flame.  
 
    When it sparkled again, and some seriously annoyed faces were revealed, Jack had his axe up above all their heads.  
 
    ‘The next person who swears,’ he cautioned.  
 
    They all looked to Mrs Collins to do something, given it had been her daughter who had last sworn, but she merely rolled her eyes.  
 
    ‘Quite.’  
 
    ‘Dante’s Inferno right?’ Juliet asked. ‘That’s where we are right now.’  
 
    ‘Spot on,’ Mrs Collins said. ‘He built this place. It’s his book.’  
 
    Dale thought they were in a poem.  
 
    ‘His book?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘His poetry…book,’ Mrs Collins cautioned.  
 
    Alice groaned and rubbed the back of her head.  
 
    ‘Aaaah,’ she complained. ‘I feel like I’m back in school! This is worse than the man-eating trees!’  
 
    Jane and Daisy, who watched with their arms crossed, both scowled.  
 
    ‘At least she didn’t swear,’ Daisy said. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
    Their train wormed through the grotesque, muddy, mushy Inferno’s caves and passages the way an assassin’s bullet wormed its way through the late, great Abraham Lincoln’s brain. While the cave they had been situated in for hours had been a lake of fire, the passages they soon found themselves in were mushy swamps with what looked like mud coating the walls.  
 
    They had all been clustered in the driver’s compartment, sweating, watching the grotesque world about them.  
 
    ‘That’s mud, right?’ Juliet asked.  
 
    Alice was about to reply, making a Shhh sound with her lips, but the others watched her and she put a finger to her lip. Then, they looked to her mother for an answer.  
 
    ‘I’m not saying anything,’ Mrs Collins said.  
 
    A disgusted Dale walked away from the window and swallowed what leaves had been swilling his mouth. At least there were any flames anymore. Actually, he missed the flames.  
 
    When he felt the leaves swilling about his gums, sifting through his teeth, that reminded him to pocket his hands, lest they grow pointy and sharp again. One leaf in his mouth wrapped about one of his big canines, and he felt how crisp and robust the leaf had become, stiff as the kind from a prime, summertime oak tree. That it even had a tooth to wrap around told him not to smile, either; for he shouldn’t have had big canines to begin with.  
 
    The train came to a rest in a small cavern chamber where, mercifully, the walls were large vigorous boulders and the ground sandy, strewn with seaweed and grit.  
 
    Mrs Collins pulled a switch on the driver’s line.  
 
    ‘That’s it! All off!’ she hollered, as if this were a Casey Jones express, and not Dante’s Inferno.  
 
    She and Alice drew flames to guide them out into the dark.  
 
    Speaking of Dante.  
 
    Dale staggered out onto the sand, his hands pocketed, and the uncertain way he walked drew glares from Daisy and Jane. They still didn’t trust him.  
 
    But, as he regained his footing and galivanted into the small round cavern, the place lit wholly by Molly and Alice’s flames, he didn’t trust this place. Poet’s Corner.  
 
    Not. One. Bit.  
 
    A small round cave full of boulders and sand, with a ceiling covered in dreary gloom, there wasn’t much to suggest poetry.  
 
    He went straight for the back of the caves but the further he got, the dimmer the Collins fireballs became. 
 
    ‘Don’t walk too fast! Don’t disappear!’ Mrs Collins cautioned.  
 
    ‘I thought this was only supposed to be a corner,’ he mumbled. 
 
    Their group waddled about the sand, with Jack holding his axe as the only other one armed. Even Juliet, who had insisted being helped up from her seat, tottered out into the cave twirling her narcissus flower.  
 
    ‘Be careful,’ Alice cautioned, and when she said this her voice croaked all high-pitched, everyone looked around. That was the most sensitive she had ever been. Dale, who was closest to Alice in the cave, had his ears ache from the echo. She was that sensitive. So much so she felt the need to elaborate, if anyone bothered to care, ‘hey I was just looking out for my girl, making sure she’s… OW!’ 
 
    Dale hadn’t been paying attention, walking on but spun he around to see her massaging the back of her head. Her flame had gone out in her hand, she had been so shocked. 
 
    ‘What? What is it?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Gosh, yaow, hit me,’ she whimpered, ‘ow, wow. It’s in my hair!’ 
 
    Her little stubby fingers poked apart her hair. Dale got jealous considering his own point hands. The way she tore about her hair, though, pulling and scratching at its strands; that didn’t look good. He ran over and so fast he had to un-pocket his hands. He kept them low so she couldn’t see but it was only Molly’s flame now, a fee paces away, that lit the cave.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ Dale asked as he began to hear this tremendous squeaking. ‘Is it a spider?’  
 
    The squeaking didn’t sound like a spider. 
 
    Dale looked about the cave in front and, blinking, thought he saw a rat scurrying off into the rocks.  
 
    Alice pulled a wriggling thing out her hair. She caught it in her palm, outstretched the hand and unfolded her fingers. 
 
    ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s just Frank O’Hara.’  
 
    Dale peered at her palm, which he had been hesitant to do before, thinking it was a spider, but a tiny man in a white t-shirt, cigarette dangling from his mouth, stood composed, reciting.  
 
    ‘I embrace a cloud but when I soared it rained. That’s funny! There’s blood on my chest/ oh yes, I’ve been carrying bricks…’ 
 
    Dale’s mouth dropped open.  
 
    He had seen stranger things.  
 
    ‘Frank O’ Who?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, that’s right, you’re from the Twenties,’ Alice realized. ‘Me and Juliet had to learn all about him in English.’  
 
    Dale peered closer.  
 
    The tiny man had been reciting the entire time.  
 
    ‘Now, I am quietly waiting for the catastrophe of my personality to seem beautiful again, and interesting, and modern… Hey, put me down! Put me down! Put me down!’  
 
    Alice yanked him up with his shirt tucked between fingers and then faced the others who kept treading forwards, uncertain, and who apparently hadn’t overheard the interaction between them and the poet. 
 
    ‘Hey, Juliet, it’s Frank O’Hara!’  
 
    She flicked the tiny poet at her friend and he landed flat on her forehead the way a bug would.  
 
    Juliet screamed.  
 
    She swiped O’Hara off her head, dropped him onto the sandy floor then squished him with her foot. Dale might’ve been many paces away but that tiny man being crushed resounded in his ears.  
 
    ‘Oh god, Alice,’ he said. ‘You just killed Frank O’Hara. You just killed that tiny poet.’  
 
    ‘Relax.’ Alice’s eyes scrolled up, her voice ominous. ‘There’s more on the way.’  
 
    Hundreds of tiny poets floated down from the cave ceiling, the size of butterflies, all screeching. So many had coattails they were able to float. Others just sprawled down by their waist jackets and business suits. Dale stood, mesmerised.  
 
    He looked around.  
 
    Some of the others still hadn’t clocked what was going on.  
 
    ‘How delightful! It’s raining!’ Jane announced.  
 
    She danced about the falling poet rainfall, not realizing, and it was only when the first few dozen tiny figures landed, that she figured otherwise.  
 
    ‘GOOD GOD ALMIGHTY! WHAT ARE THESE THINGS? THEY’RE ALL OVER ME! WHAT ARE THEY?’  
 
    ‘Poets!’ chirped Mrs Collins.  
 
    This tiny poet in a shirt, tie, and with huge glasses, ran down Jane’s arm to twirl up on her hand. She held it there, close to her eyes like examining a butterfly. Dale was near enough to see the entire thing: Jane staring at this poet on her hand, although by now there were several poets who had landed on her shoulders, dress, and even in her hair. She didn’t seem to mind and continued staring at the poet in her hand. He jerked his glasses naughtily.  
 
    ‘Hello Miss! Would you like to hear a poem?’ came that squeaking voice.  
 
    ‘Oh go on then,’ she fawned. ‘Do your worst.’  
 
    He cleared his voice.  
 
    ‘Love again: wanking at ten past three…’ 
 
    ‘HOW HORRID!’ 
 
    Jane screamed then went to flick the poet off her fingers but he held onto her index for dear life.  
 
    ‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad. They may not mean to, but they do.’ 
 
    ‘GET OFF! GET OFF! GET OFF!’  
 
    The others fell about laughing while Dale wondered why the flames didn’t react when the poets swore. And then, of course, wiping the sweat off his forehead, he realized that this place had been built by a poet… of course there were going to be allowances.  
 
    Tiny poets clung all over Jane’s dress but she focused on the one attached to her hand, who kept on reciting.  
 
    ‘But they were fucked up in their turn/ By fools in old-style hats and coats…’ 
 
    ‘GET IT OFF ME! GET IT OFF ME!’  
 
    She flicked her wrist with tremendous dexterity and succeeded in hurling the poet into the sand below where he scurried off.  
 
    ‘Jane, be careful!’ Molly cautioned while holding out her flame. ‘Be careful with Philip Larkin!’  
 
    Everyone else had poets of their own crawling over their bodies and on their hands. Dale held out his hand just so he could catch a poet of his own and sure enough, a forlorn puritan woman in a black dress landed there.  
 
    ‘Emily Dickinson!’ he gawped. ‘Cool!’  
 
    ‘Because I could not stop for Death/ He kindly stopped for me/ The carriage held but just ourselves/ And immortality.’  
 
    Molly’s voice rang out behind.  
 
    ‘Remember! We’re just here for Dante Alighieri! Just Dante! Don’t take any other poets! Leave the others!’  
 
    Everyone remained in the cave’s centre, which meant Dale could hear everything, but they didn’t heed Molly’s advice as the poets came raining down. Jack, nearby, held a tiny sad vicar right near his face so he could hear every word.  
 
    ‘Lewis Carroll?’ he whispered to the tiny man and everyone thought the playing card’s eyes full of tears. ‘Is it really you?’  
 
    ‘In a Wonderland they lie/ Dreaming as the days go by/ Dreaming as the summers die/ Ever drifting down the stream…’ 
 
    ‘It is you,’ Jack said. ‘It really is you.’  
 
    Alice, meanwhile, walked by with a bearded bespectacled poet in her hands and was chuckling as he recited.  
 
    ‘ “O lovely Pussy, O Pussy my love! What a beautiful Pussy you are/ You are, you are! What a Beautiful Pussy you are!” ’  
 
    ‘Only Dante!’ Molly warned. ‘We just need Dante!’  
 
    She sounded like a teacher trying to keep control of her class. And there were certainly a few who were acting like mischievous children.  
 
    Alice picked up a handful of long-haired poets from the ground, holding them in her hands like a snowball, and hurled them. A lone, defiant shriek of “I saw the best minds of my generation…!”, and then the many tiny wild poets were wriggling over Juliet’s face.  
 
    ‘OW!’ Juliet screamed. ‘OW, OH MY GOD! ALICE! CUT IT OUT! QUIT IT!’  
 
    She picked a wriggling tiny man off her nose and then ran over to Alice — the tiny figure reciting, “angel-headed hipsters burning for the ancient heavenly connection…” — to fling him straight down the back of her best friend’s collar.  
 
    Alice went into a mad shake grabbing at herself.  
 
    ‘Ahh! Ah! Ah! Ah! Not Allen Ginsberg!’ she squealed. ‘Not Allen Ginsberg!’  
 
    Deep inside her coat, somewhere, the tiny poet kept going:  
 
    ‘…who passed through universities with radiant cool eyes hallucinating Arkansas and Blake-light tragedy among the scholars of war…’ 
 
    Molly’s voice towered over the carnage.  
 
    ‘DANTE! DANTE!’ she announced. ‘WE JUST WANT DANTE! DANTE!’  
 
    ‘Found him!’ announced Daisy over in a corner, her hands holding a precious tiny man.  
 
    ‘Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven…’ rang out all over the cave.  
 
    Molly shook her head. ‘No! That’s John Milton. We need Dante. Dante!’  
 
    Daisy’s disappointed eyes met those of Dale.  
 
    ‘This is why I failed Literature class,’ she shrugged.  
 
    He chuckled.  
 
    Then, he turned around.  
 
    And he screamed.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
    Dale clenched Emily Dickinson in his hand so tight that she went pale and limp and he had to stuff the tiny twitching poet into his pocket as he walked over to what was happening a few feet away. Everyone had noticed, now, and they weren’t just walking over to what was going on the other side of the cavern; they were running. When he could, Dale started to run, too.  
 
    As he ran, tiny poets fell off his back and out from his hair where he hadn’t noticed them hanging on. There were poets crawling over his body, and not just Emily Dickinson in his pocket, but he had been lucky. Over in the corner was Jane, who was covered in tiny poets, and having less of a good time. She jumped and shook about as if doing a crazy dance, not entirely dissimilar to the Lindy Hop. Dale knew better. He had known better right from the very start. The way Molly’s blue light fell, it illuminated exactly what the poets were doing. They weren’t just crawling all over Jane, and it really was all over Jane: in her hair, down her dress, up her nose, and into her stockings — they were biting her.  
 
    ‘Help me! Help me! Oh god help me!’ she mumbled as her fingers picked off the little guys trying to squish as many of them as she could. ‘Help me! They’re all over me! Help me!’  
 
    Just as Dale reached her, he saw this nasty looking tiny man with a scant hairline and moustache scaling Jane’s cheek the way a rock-climber would. Though, this tiny man recited poetry in an extravagant French accent:  
 
    ‘Carrying bouquet, and handkerchief, and gloves/ Proud of her height as when she lived, she moves/ With all the careless and high-stepping grace/ And the extravagant courtesan’s thin face…’ 
 
    Jane’s beady eye just above the tiny man narrowed as she recognised what he was calling her and her anguished expression twisted into rage.  
 
    ‘Wait a minute! WHAT DID YOU CALL ME?’  
 
    The tiny Frenchman had kept reciting the entire time, and although he fixed her with an uncomfortable leer, he paid no attention to anything she said:  
 
    ‘…Conceal from every scornful jest that flies/ Her gloomy beauty; and her fathomless eyes…” 
 
    The tiny poet then reached upwards, his hands grabbing Jane’s closest eyeball, and with an almighty tug, he ripped it out the socket. Out it came this grotesque, blood-soaked eye, veiny, practically inhuman; and it had been so long since Dale saw something truly disgusting like that, he had forgotten what it looked like or how he should react to it. He stood petrified for a mere second as if encased in ice. and then the sight of that little Frenchman holding Jane’s severed eye up with one hand like a huge globe made him all sweaty, panicking.  
 
    ‘JANE! NO! JANE!’  
 
    For her part, the eyeless side of Jane’s face wobbled, and then, realizing what happened, her mouth opened and out came this colossal, ear-splitting scream which momentarily deafened Dale. His hands flung for the little Frenchman but there were other little nasty poets all over her dress, and one of them dived onto Dale’s knuckle and bit his finger. He screamed and then clapped both hands together, crushing. Instead of blood out flew a spurt of sticky ink, which was — appropriately — what the poet had been reduced to.  
 
    Dale looked about but everyone else was too far away. And if Molly cast a fireball now, it would hit Jane.  
 
    ‘STAY AWAY FROM THE FRENCH ONES! THEY’RE CANNIBALS!’ she screamed, nevertheless. ‘ESPECIALLY BAUDELAIRE!’  
 
    Too late for Jane. The tiny little French poet, though, remained clinging to Jane’s cheek with one hand and from the viscera coating his face, apparently he had eaten her eye.  
 
    ‘…Feeble and weak,’ he cackled, ‘on her frail vertebrae…!’ 
 
    He then dived down Jane’s bosom, into her dress, and her screaming continued.  
 
    Dale’s sticky ink hands reached for Jane again but this time the tiny poets overburdened her and back she went, falling onto the sand, and then whoosh, they carried her off like swarms of ants with an especially large meal; off into the darkness of the cave where he heard Jane’s anguished, tortured moans. There, Baudelaire’s cackling held dominion, and his voice was so large; it didn’t “squeak” anymore. 
 
    ‘The nameless grace of every bleached, bare bone/ That is most dear to me, tall skeleton! Come to trouble me with your potent sneer/ The feast of Life! Or are you driven here/ To Pleasure’s Sabbath, by dead lusts that stir/ And goad your moving corpse on with a spur?’ 
 
    What came out of the impossibly dark cave gloom was this noise that resembled dozens of squeaking, chewing rats; and Dale knew too well what that meant.  
 
    Tears burst from his eyes.  
 
    ‘Oh god.’ He put a hand up to his mouth. ‘They’re eating her… they’re eating her…’  
 
    He went to run into the dark and grab Jane, although she was now surely dead — and hadn’t taken three steps towards the light’s precipice when, out of that pitch-black space came hundreds of tiny poets, all running along the sand. They were all tiny French poets and, appropriately, came covered in blood where they had been tucking into their latest meal.  
 
    Dale spun about and hurtled back. How he did this, curtailing about, had him trip, and he would’ve fallen, back into the flesh-eating tiny poets, when his hand flew out and was caught by another.  
 
    A hand that was baking with warmth.  
 
    By virtue of always casting blue fire.  
 
    Mrs Collins’s hand.  
 
    She pulled him up and offered a grimace.  
 
    ‘French poets,’ she said.  
 
    Dale realized they weren’t in the dark, even though both Mrs Collins’s hands remained unlit. Alice, this time, was the one holding the fireball and lighting up the rest of the cave. And it might have been because of this light, that Daisy, who had been on her hands and knees down in the sand, yanked up a tiny figure from where she had been searching and bellowed: 
 
     ‘I FOUND HIM!’ she yelled in her unmistakable chirrupy small-town American twang, alien to these caves where every word came with hallowed inflection. ‘I FOUND DANTE!’  
 
    Alice’s fire extended ever so slightly in that direction. ‘Is it really him? Are you sure?’  
 
    ‘I’m pretty sure!’ she hollered.  
 
    Then without another word she ran back for the train with Dante presumably held tight within her hand. 
 
    Everyone ran back for the train.  
 
    Molly hauled Dale back for the train.  
 
    He let her yank him over the sand, fast as possible, his own legs outpacing her; he was eager to get back to the train himself. If anything, Dale wanted to do it without Molly holding his hand because his fingers enclosed in her palm were still sharp and pointed twigs and, remember, this was the woman who cast blue flames at trees and burned them to cinders. But when she held his hand, his monstrous fingers shrank down to the short little pink stubs they had been before. It was like he was back with his mother again, back in the small American hometown; enough so, that he even began to forget about the tiny little poets swarming over the sand behind him, screeching. 
 
    And as Dale ran with those screeches ringing in his ears, he tried to remember anything about his mother. Any memories at all. And it was just as they reached the train, the noises reaching fever-pitch, that Dale realized he couldn’t remember anything at all and that maybe the author writing him, this buried background in a F. Scott Fitzgerald knock-off, hadn’t bothered to give him a mother.  
 
    That was the last Dale thought about that, because when he fell through the train doors, back onto the cold metal floor, that brought him crashing back to reality. The others crowded around him, covered in bites and blood themselves, and while none of them had lost an eye like Jane, none of them had lost their lives, they were all pretty shaken, and it appeared more than just the tiny little French poets had been cannibals. Staggering around his trembling friends, and realising one of them was gone, this was reality.  
 
    Whatever reality was now.  
 
    He looked through the foggy windows back into the cave and the distinct impression he got, staring about the dark, unable to see any more of those things, was of someone looking into a zoo.  
 
    The doors clanged shut behind him.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
    Only when the train buzzed back to life and raced down through the caves, headed to nowhere in particular as long as it was away from there, did someone think to ask.  
 
    ‘We have Dante, right?’  
 
    That had been Juliet, lying down again, exhausted in her pregnancy, twirling the narcissus flower again. Dale noted with a gloomy face the flower only had three petals left. When the next voice came, it jangled his nerves and had him shake like a marionette puppet.  
 
    ‘Oh shoot, we’ll have to go back,’ Alice joked. 
 
    They all exchanged looks.  
 
    Nobody else wanted to joke given how violent Jane’s death had been and how Jack had reacted to it a few minutes after the train got going. A destroyed leather sear, the stuffing kicked out of it, was evidence of that. Jack stood now by the window, turned away, hand holding the putty red skin of his cheeks as if any second he was going to rip it off.  
 
    ‘Just kidding,’ Alice said. 
 
    The driver’s compartment door ached open. 
 
    There stood Mrs Collins.  
 
    ‘Where’s Dante?’  
 
    And to everyone’s relief, there came Daisy’s crackly, twitchy Yankee accent from down the train’s other end. 
 
    ‘He’s right here.’  
 
    Her palm outstretched.  
 
    They gathered around.  
 
    Dirty, bloodstained fingers unfurled.  
 
    Inside that hand was a tiny man with pointed chin and laurel-leaf crown. He wore a long red medieval gown and long purloined shoes. He was the size of a salt shaker. Dale didn’t look focus on the man rather on Daisy’s palm lines with their patches and criss-crosses, exaggerated even more in the light after she had been crawling through the dirt. Hard to believe she was a fictional character, a collection of lines, paragraphs, thoughts and feelings of another; when she had things like that which looked so real.  
 
    It all made Dale consider his own palms, and how they had warped and manipulated since he ate that Wonderland mushroom. They weren’t his hands anymore; they were those of a monster. Except, when they were all fleshy and  looked like normal human skin, it was only the small details which gave away what he had become. Swirling lines ran over his own palms more like those of a sturdy oak tree. He pocketed his hands again, one of them diving right down next to a startled Emily Dickinson. Dale thought about those lines. He was in trouble. He was in big trouble.  
 
    He took out his hands and moved them behind his back lest his fingers grow long and pointed again and kill Emily Dickinson. She had suffered enough.  
 
    Dale hadn’t paid attention to the tiny poet for some time; when they moved in Daisy’s hand, he jumped, and the others congregated about the hand shot him looks. Juliet, of all people, had to grab his arm and steady him. Daisy, though, who must have been already nervous given this guy was in her hand, pulled a smile. Then the little guy started speaking, and her smile vanished.  
 
    He didn’t just start speaking; he jumped up and down.  
 
    ‘Putta me down! Putta me down! Putta me down! Don’t touch me! Putta me down!’  
 
    The tiny, squeaky Italian accent had them all chuckling away, seeing how close they were to his hand. His feet must’ve had zero impact on Daisy’s hand as she laughed. 
 
    ‘Feisty little fella, ain’t he.’  
 
    ‘He sounds like Super Mario,’ Alice remarked.  
 
    ‘Who?’ Daisy said.  
 
    Molly stepped forward far as she could go to Daisy’s hand and then swallowed, about to make her proposal.  
 
    ‘Now, Mr Alighieri you listen here,’ she said. ‘We need you to escort us of your Inferno and no funny tricks, do you hear?’  
 
    ‘Ehhhh whatsa in it for me Signora?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘He’s gotta be a fake,’ Alice. ‘That’s the worst Italian accent I’ve ever heard.’  
 
    Dante went into another hopping fit, shaking his fist at Alice while the squeaky accent popped out again.  
 
    ‘Ehhh yousa the fake! Yousa the fake!’  
 
    Mrs Collins rolled her eyes and her brows, which hardly ever moved, furrowed as she concentrated on the tiny poet.  
 
    ‘I’ll show you what in it for you…’ She tipped upside-down Daisy’s hand and then quick as a flash, lit a flame underneath and caught Dante right before he fell into it. ‘This is what’s in it for you… if you don’t help us find a way out of here this very second, then I’m going to show you what a REAL INFERNO looks like, and there’s no flowery poetry, more like a melting face and loads of skin grafts, capiche?’  
 
    The others looked at one another as if they couldn’t believe Mrs Collins could talk like that. Well, she could cast blue flames from her hands.  
 
    ‘Okayyy Okayyyy!’ Dante purred as he dangled in between in her fingers. ‘No, problem, lady, signora, I’ll take-a you wherever-a you wanna go.’  
 
    Alice laughed.  
 
    ‘Now he sounds like a cheap tour-guide,’ she said.  
 
    ‘He better be a correct tour guide,’ Mrs Collins said; ‘otherwise, there won’t be any divine comedy, not anymore…’ 
 
    ‘Yessa,’ jabbered Dante. ‘No-ah! No divine comedy! Not anymore!’  
 
    She shoved the tiny figure into her coat-pocket so he couldn’t be heard anymore then walked back to the driver’s compartment.  
 
    Dale stuck a hand into his own pocket to make sure Emily Dickinson was okay, and when he felt her tiny self weave about his own hand, eager not to be crushed, he knew she would be good. For now. But, as the train started down the corridors, with Dante’s voice no doubt intoning from behind the door, Dale glared about the carriage and the hints he caught in Jack and Juliet’s eyes told him he wasn’t the only one who might have nicked a tiny poet from that cave.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
    ‘Because I could not stop for Death/ He kindly stopped for me/ The carriage held but just Ourselves/ And Immortality…’ 
 
    Oh, how Emily Dickinson had protested when he took her out of his hand. She had kicked and bit at his fingers, and only when he had threatened to crush her with his thumb did she relent, much like Dante, only when Ms Dickinson relented, she offered him a poem. And so, much like a ballerina, except turning far, far more slowly, she recited her poem as she turned gently in Dale’s hand, projecting to every corner much as she had done in life. Except this time she was so small, and her voice so tiny, that the beautiful words could only be heard by Dale as he crouched in the corner. At least he hoped.  
 
    ‘We slowly drove, He knew no haste/ And I had put away/ My labour and leisure too/ For His Civility/ We passed the School, where Children strove/ At Recess, in the Ring.’ She huffed as if this were a poem one had been made to recite to the point of tedium. ‘We passed the Fields of Grazing Gain/ We passed the Setting Sun…’ 
 
    Now, even Dale was beginning to get bored with this poem and, looking about to make sure nobody watched, he flicked Emily a little with his finger and so she gasped and protested.  
 
    ‘Ow? What was that for?’  
 
    ‘Do you have any other poems?’  
 
    ‘I’ve got more poems than you can shake a stick at!’  
 
    ‘Can I have another one then?’  
 
    ‘The Poets light but Lamps,’ she said, her voice airy and considered; ‘themselves… go out/ The Wicks they stimulate/ If vital light/ Inhere as do the Suns… Each Age a Lens… Disseminating their circumference.’  
 
    She swallowed the n fixed him with an astute look for it seemed the poem had finished.  
 
    Dale felt his brow crease as he processed those words.  
 
    ‘What does he mean?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘You tell me what it means!’ she stropped. ‘I’m not going to stand here and tell you the meaning of my poem!’  
 
    ‘I feel like I’m in Literature Class,’ he complained.  
 
    ‘As well you should feel like you’re in Literature Class! I’m Emily Dickinson!’  
 
    Dale flicked her again with his fingers, cruelly, and this time he flicked too hard, for the tiny poet catapulted out of his hand, against the nearest window and then ricocheted back and forth over the walls until he couldn’t see her at all.  
 
    He stood up and looked down the train.  
 
    The others, who were all stretched out over the leather chairs, desperate to get some sleep in the quarter hour since they had discovered Dante, didn’t seem to have been roused by either Ms Dickinson’s poetry or her sudden flight across the train corridor.  
 
    Dale scrambled down the hall in search of tiny Ms Dickinson in the hopes he might still find her but he sprang to action too quickly and stumbled over somebody who had been lying on the floor. A hand on the metal pole, and he just about saved himself from falling flat on his face. When he turned to see who it was, he glimpsed Juliet the only one stretched out on the train floor, and she was lying there with her narcissus flower tucked into her hair.  
 
    She appeared to be looking at something beneath the leather seats.  
 
    Not just looking but her hands were stretched out there, too, and just as it  
 
    ‘Juliet, what is it?’ he whispered softly, and then, even more softly, ‘sorry for kicking you.’  
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ she said in that casual, lackadaisical voice of hers. ‘Come down here and watch. Listen with me.’  
 
    Her voice had grown deeper as she had grown… bigger; her belly now as rotund as it was ever going to get. Dale spied the narcissus flower tucked into her hair just had one of its precious petals left.  
 
    He was about to speak but she shushed him.  
 
    ‘Wait a second,’ she said. ‘He’s reciting.’  
 
    Dale lowered closer to the ground to hear yet another squeaky poet voice; this one had a moody English accent.  
 
    ‘…He has awakened from the dream of life/ ‘Tis we, who lost in stormy visions, keep/ With phantoms an unprofitable strife…’ 
 
    This tiny poet with messy, curly black hair and face pale as the moon spoke beneath the leather seat. He was just about illuminated by train lights as he, hand-on-heart, swayed gently, his Victorian coattails swaying. His open-necked shirt, its first few buttons undone, made him look ever so cold. If anything, the train was warm. The train had been warm. But it was his words which felt cold. The words chilled Dale’s spine which, despite him not being in monstrous tree form, felt less human by the second.  
 
    ‘Who is he?’ he whispered at Juliet inches away from her hair; the narcissus flower trembled when he spoke so he tried to speak carefully as possible.  
 
    Juliet didn’t turn to look at him when she replied.  
 
    ‘It’s Percy Shelley, of course,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You know, he wrote The Mask of Anarchy… Ozymandias… Ode to a Skylark..’ Juliet said, ‘didn’t you study poetry in your school? In your book?’  
 
    Her rapid poetry listings confused Percy and had him cycling through his greatest hits. Each time he had to start a new poem, he coughed.  
 
    ‘Very smooth he looked, yet grim… cough… Look on my works ye mighty… cough…Hail to thee, blithe spirit!’  
 
    Dale didn’t pay attention to that.  
 
    Percy continued with his poem (“ Bird thou never wert/ That from Heaven, or near it…) but Juliet’s last reminder that Dale was a fictional character felt cruel and his lip twitched when he dwelled on it. He wasn’t angry. If anything, he lowered closer to Juliet, perching his face over her shoulder rather than in her hair, and produced a witty reply.  
 
    ‘Well, I guess our author didn’t feel it necessary to give us poetry classes,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Juliet said.  
 
    Dale hadn’t been expecting that. Worst of all, he hadn’t been expecting it to sound so sincere.  
 
    ‘D-d--don’t be,’ he stuttered.  
 
    ‘I’m a fictional character, too,’ Juliet explained without looking back at him. ‘At least, I think I am.’  
 
    This got Dale all defensive. Before the girl had been offering what felt like sincerity but now she was getting all empathetic and trying to make it about her.  
 
    ‘How do you know?’ he asked a little more combatively than intended. ‘I mean, you couldn’t just know. You couldn’t just figure it out like that.’  
 
    ‘Oh, but I do know,’ Juliet replied. ‘I did figure it out.’  
 
    ‘How did you figure it out?’  
 
    ‘Alice told me all my friends were fictional, and that I was the real one, but I knew she was lying,’ Juliet explained, again without looking at him, although her voice was so dry, Dale didn’t have a problem guessing her expression. ‘You might think Alice lies so much that it would be difficult to know when she was lying, but I knew. I knew when she left me in the Underworld; she said, “you’re as real as anyone I’ve ever known”, and that was how I knew.’  
 
    Dale pulled a tortured grin. ‘Yet another lie from Alice Collins.’  
 
    ‘No, this time she couldn’t bring herself to lie,’ Juliet said. ‘ Don’t you see? She had to tell the truth. You’re as real as anyone I’ve ever known.’  
 
    ‘I don’t see,’ he admitted. ‘What does that mean?’  
 
    ‘It means all her friends are fictional characters. All she’s ever known are fictional characters. She’s never known a real person in her life. She must be so, so alone. Poor Alice. She must be so alone. Her only friends are fictional characters.’   
 
    He looked over to see a sleeping Alice curled over a section of the leather chair, one hand stretched out, arranged in the foetal position, looking very much like a lazy pussycat. Oh god, how he hated her. He hated her as much as anyone fictional could hate anything. In his throat there was more bubbling apple-acid tree leaves, and he had to clear his throat before speaking again.  
 
    ‘What’s wrong with being a fictional character?’ Dale joked.  
 
    He and Juliet shared a laugh.  
 
    Then, he glanced at her narcissus flower again which still had its forlorn two petals.  
 
    ‘You’re going to die, Juliet,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I know.’  
 
    ‘That doesn’t bother you?’  
 
    ‘I’ve gotten used to it,’ she said.  
 
    That brought both of them to silence and, even then, it wasn’t complete silence as the poet beneath the leather seats continued: 
 
    ‘From my lips would flow/ The world should listen then, as I am listening now,’ Percy finished.  
 
    Juliet had only the strength to give a small single clap which, nevertheless, took back Percy given how tall and gigantic she and how small him being. She then reached inside that plate of armour, stuffed into her dress, and took out another figure to place him beside Percy.  
 
    ‘You took more than one figure?’ asked Dale.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ Juliet said. ‘This is Byron.’  
 
    She held the figure as if it were some action toy and placed it out next to Percy. This figure was dressed with a turban and middle-eastern garb though Dale could see from the white boyish, apple-round face, he was very clearly not. Once put next to Percy, Byron strode about and had his own little tantrum at being stuffed down her dress. He spoke with a pompous squeak.  
 
    ‘I say, blighter! Where do you get off stuffing a fellow down a dress like that? You must have a sick, twisted mind to make somebody suffer like that!’ he then paused, twitched his moustache and reconsidered. He swung an extravagant arm with windmill flourish. ‘A mind not far from my own! Please tell me your secrets! Lord George Byron, at your service mam!’  
 
    Juliet had another clap and then turned to Dale, giggling.  
 
    ‘He’s wonderful isn’t he?’  
 
    ‘That’s not the word I would have used.’  
 
    ‘How may I be of service?’ asked Byron. 
 
    ‘Oooh, let’s have a poem,’ Juliet said.  
 
    Byron acknowledged Percy with a simple nod before shuffling his collar, clearing his throat and beginning:  
 
    ‘So we’ll go no more a roving/ So late into the night/ Though, the heart be as loving/ And the moon be still as bright…’ 
 
    Dale whispered into Juliet’s ear.  
 
    ‘You have two poets? Two! How did you get away with that?’  
 
    ‘Oh come on, it was easy,’ she whispered back. ‘How many did you get away with?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about…’  
 
    Dale never thought he could get away with that but this squeak from underneath the seats made his ears ring.  
 
    ‘Liar! You are a big fat liar, and a scoundrel!’ this tiny lady said.  
 
    Dale blinked and adjusted his vision to see Emily Dickinson standing in between Byron and Percy, pointing at him.  
 
    ‘It’s Emily Dickinson!’ gasped Byron.  
 
    ‘Emily, dear soul, how do you do?’ asked Percy with an extension of the hand.  
 
    The three little figures conversed much to Dale’s amazement.  
 
    ‘Look, Emily Dickinson,’ Juliet pointed out.  
 
    ‘I know,’ Dale mumbled, a bit too loud. ‘She was in my pocket.’  
 
    ‘Really? Wow!’  Juliet exclaimed. ‘And you kept quiet this entire time?’  
 
    ‘It’s only Emily Dickinson,’ he said.  
 
    Juliet elbowed him hard in the ribs, and he had to bite down hard on his lip to avoid gasping out and waking the rest of the train.  
 
    ‘Only Emily Dickinson?’ Juliet derided. ‘Emily Dickinson’s one of the greatest poets ever.’  
 
    ‘See!’ the lady squeaked down beneath the seats. ‘The girl knows!’  
 
    ‘That’s because I didn’t fail Literature Class,’ explained Juliet.  
 
    ‘I did,’ said Dale.  
 
    ‘There, you see,’ Juliet tutted and then edged closer, her big belly wobbling, up to the three poets below the seat; ‘that’s why you can’t appreciate the genius that is Emily Dickinson.’  
 
    Dale edged sideways with his cheeks flushed rouge.  
 
    ‘You take her then,’ he said.  
 
    ‘I’ve already got three poets,’ she said.  
 
    ‘What do you suggest then?’  
 
    ‘I’ll swap your Emily Dickinson for my Lord Byron.’  
 
    He sniffed at this comparison then recalled the language from earlier. How it had floated butterfly-like through his ears. A whimsical smile found its way to his mouth.  
 
    ‘I’d rather have Percy Shelley,’ Dale said.  
 
    ‘You do know something about poetry then,’ Juliet said. ‘But, I’m not exchanging Percy Bysshe Shelley. You can have Byron.’  
 
    ‘Byron for Emily Dickinson,’ Dale haggled. ‘I don’t think so.’  
 
    ‘Before you thought Emily Dickinson had no value! You’re lucky I’m giving you anything at all!’  
 
    The tiny poets had stricken faces hearing themselves discussed as if they were slaves though Dale had to squint to these faces for they were the size of thumbtacks.  
 
    ‘Hurry up and make your choice!’ Byron implored.  
 
    ‘Okay, okay, what do I get with Byron?’ Dale asked.  
 
    ‘He’s mad, bad and dangerous to know,’ Juliet said, promisingly; ‘he also fought for Greek Independence… and I’d keep him away from water.’  
 
    ‘Okay, but will he fit inside my pocket?’  
 
    ‘He should do.’  
 
    This sent tiny Lord Byron into a full-blown frothing rant which cast this foamy wave the very size of him over the metal floor.  
 
    ‘You better not harm me in your pocket! If you do so, that will be the end of you!’  
 
    Dale looked from the tiny angry poet back to Juliet.  
 
    ‘I’ll take him,’ he said.  
 
    He then stuffed Lord Byron into his pocket while the other poets cowered. Juliet flinched one fraction of a second then fanned Emily and Percy with her hands to reassure them. Dale didn’t so much as give a stuff what happened to Byron, as he had just wanted to get rid of Emily Dickinson, no matter what Juliet said, so when he stretched out over the leather chairs, it was right above the other two poets, and he might have laded on his trouser-legs a certain way, crushing poor Byron. The other poets, though, weren’t dissuaded and as Juliet kept watching, they began a duet of sorts. Dale’s face froze against the window watching the hellish cavern landscape fly past, looking like what he imagined Martian caves to resemble. Below, the two poets competed with each other.  
 
    ‘O wild West Wind, thou breadth of Autumn’s being,’ intoned Percy, ‘Thou, from unseen presence the leaves dead/ Are driven like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing…’ 
 
    His competitor wasted no time in her own poem which, gently, floated out into that small part of the train. Juliet, fist-on-her-chin, listened with that narcissus flower tucked behind her hair; its petals fluttered when the train rushed.  
 
    ‘This World is not Conclusion/ A Species stands beyond,’ announced Emily. ‘Invisible, as Music/ But Positive, as Sound/ It beckons, and it baffles/ Philosophy, don’t know/ And through a riddle, at the last/ Sagacity, must go.’ 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTY  
 
    Molly’s fingers tapped on the driver’s counter, and as they did so, a few blue sparks flew off.  
 
    ‘I’m running out of patience, Dante,’ she growled. ‘Is it  barbecue time?’  
 
    The others rubbed their eyes as they crowded into the driver’s compartment though the tiny poet’s shrill voice woke them up right away.  
 
    ‘Nooo! Nooo! I finda you the key!’ came the tiny poet’s reply as if he were selling tomato sauce jars. ‘I finda you the key! As promised! I finda you the key!’  
 
    ‘Let’s hope so soon,’ Alice said.  
 
    Dale didn’t say anything but glancing over Juliet’s shoulder, into her hairline, saw the narcissus flower from before now just had one petal left.  
 
    ‘Juliet?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘It’s okay, Dale,’ she whispered.  
 
    Their train had been crawling along this mountain slope beside a great valley of fire.  
 
    ‘Just around-a the corner!’ assured Dante. ‘Just around-a the corner!’  
 
    The train reared up an ascending path to a small mountain platform where to the side were situated what at first looked like a bunch of rocks. As the smoke cleared, Dale saw several dozen model castles. They were like children’s dollhouses. Each model would reach up to his waist. When the train rumbled closer, though, this appeared to be what Dante wanted.  
 
    ‘Yes! This is the place! Si! Si! Si señora! Pull over-a-the-train here!’  
 
    Dale and Juliet’s eyes met.  
 
    ‘This is where we’ll find the key?’ Dale pondered.  
 
    Juliet’s eyes seared into his. As someone who had not had any sleep for a while, and whose every waling moment was plagued by pain from what was in her stomach, the creases and shadows about her eyes had more than a hint of Halloween make-up. The look she gave him, however, was this weary, resigned one. So what? It said, if they were trapped here forever?  
 
    And that was when as they raced through to the doors, Molly holding Dante, that Dale knew not only that it was a trap.  
 
    But that there was no chance of escaping it.  
 
    The doors opened, and they stumbled out onto the brimstone mountainside where the ground was volcanic and baking beneath their feet and this warm gust hit them in their faces; that gust was like the heat from an opening oven door. It made Dale’s eyes go all watery, and he wasn’t alone.  
 
    ‘Jeez,’ Alice breathed.  
 
    Even Molly, who was usually careful, had Dante hanging onto her hand’s edge as she surveyed the mountain with its gushing hot smoke plumes. 
 
    ‘Careful madam! We are so close!’ the little shit poet shrieked.  
 
    Dale couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    He rushed forward and snatched the poet out Molly’s hand. It surprised him beyond belief that he was able to do that given how fierce Molly could be. She was surprising him thus far. 
 
    ‘You’re lying!’ he wailed at Dante as he held him up wriggling like a little rat.  
 
    Dale’s finger and thumb hoisted Dante over his face so the poet was right over his mouth and even Dale felt that when his lips stretched open, that mouth was a whole lot longer. He had fangs, too. It was happening again. The leaves bubbling down his throat, again.  
 
    Little Dante spinning inches away from his teeth smelt the dew down his throat, and waved his arms, wriggling.  
 
    ‘Please signora! Please! Don’t let the monster eat me!’  
 
    That high-pitched squeaky Italian voice — the “Super Mario” voice, Alice called it — so close to his face had his ears ring and eyes water making him delirious. 
 
    Everyone else had their hands out begging Dale not to do it. 
 
    ‘Dale, what the f…’ Daisy had to stop herself, blowing a raspberry instead. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘He’s lying to all of you!’ Dale told them. ‘He’s leading you into a trap!’  
 
    ‘Noo! Nooo!’ protested little Dante, and so much, all of the others, who were already close, could hear. ‘Meesa very honest! Meesa honest man! I-never-a lie to you!’  
 
    ‘That’s a chance we’re going to have to take,’ assured Molly with her eyebrows raising.  
 
    ‘Yes-a!’ squeaked Dante. ‘Me is honest! Me is honest!’  
 
    Jack bent over wiggling a finger near Dante’s butterfly-sized body and the Italian poet writhed to avoid it.  
 
    ‘If he sells us out, I’m gonna pull off all his limbs one by one,’ Jack said, ‘and then I’m gonna pull off his head.’  
 
    ‘Here, here,’ Juliet said with a twitch-of-the-lip, in great pain but enjoying this.  
 
    Molly and Alice had drawn flames. Their blue glared intimidated Dale’s face. The heat also got Jack.  
 
    ‘Cut that out,’ the playing card said.  
 
    He wafted a hand at the light as if it were the sunrise during a hangover. On the other hand, Dale felt the leaves in his hair cook. Even the leaves down his throat boiled and began to taste of cinders.  
 
    ‘You’ll do no such thing,’ Molly told Jack. ‘We need him.’  
 
    ‘Can I at least pick off one limb?’  
 
    ‘Nossa No! No-way-a! If I lose-a just-a one limb then deal’s off! I need all four limbs! All four! Plus-a the head!’ 
 
    Alice giggled.  
 
    ‘He sounds so silly,’ she said.  
 
    The others gave her mortified looks as if she was truly deranged. 
 
    Her mother’s flame was now away from Dale and by Jack’s chin even if Dante remained in Dale’s hand. The playing card’s joke had failed to impress.  
 
    ‘Give him back,’ Molly directed. 
 
    Jack swiped Dante off Dale and placed him in Molly’s non-fiery hand. 
 
    ‘Grazie signoria,’ the tiny poet breathed. ‘Grazie very much. Grazie. Your hand is cool and soft.’  
 
    ‘Please,’ Alice laughed. ‘Make him stop talking.’  
 
    ‘I take-a you to the key now,’ Dante promised Mrs Collins with both hands grasped together.  
 
    They approached the model castle to see them in particularly dingy shape, covered in dirt and soot, and as they got closer, Dante shook in Molly’s hand, he was so excited. It all gave Dale a bad feeling. Was it this sense they were about to be betrayed or was the ill feeling his jaws growing again? Was that it? He poked them with one of his fingers and, unsurprisingly, drew that finger back with an “ow”.  
 
    Then, upon examining the fingers in his hand, saw that they were long and sharp again. If one of them was cut, torn by the fang, then they had done some cutting themselves to his gums. The inside of his mouth felt like it was aflame. Blood swilled about his teeth.  
 
    Up his knuckles went around his mouth to conceal that but they were so sweaty and anxious, and so attached to sharp fingers, that blood swept down his hands and over his white shirt sleeves. Where they had once been white but now they were covered with so much dirt and grime, they looked grey; still, blood was blood, and blood was bright and lurid, and it had no 
 
    Daisy’s hand landed on his shoulder. He knew it was her hand because her voice entered his ear. Those fingers curled about his shoulder; they curled with every gentle detail, soothing. And he found tears spilling down his face. Monster he might be… he was still Dale to her.  
 
    The tears that spilt down his face, however, reeked of dew.  
 
    ‘Dale? What’s wrong? You’re bleeding?’ she huffed and then said, ‘you need to go back to the train.’  
 
    ‘I’m fine…’ 
 
    ‘Cut out the bullshit, Dale. Go back to the train.’  
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘NOW!’  
 
    As he turned to leave, Mrs Collins and the others reached the castle and crowded around, there. He began to walk away. Then, he hesitated. Dale’s footsteps slowed as he listened.  
 
    ‘Now! Yes, signor!’ Dante celebrated. ‘This is where you will find the key. Stick your hand through the dungeon windows!’  
 
    ‘The dungeon windows?’  
 
    ‘Yes! Grazie, signor! This is where you will find the key!’  
 
    Their group, sans Dale, had crouched to look through the small gap Mrs Collins stuck her hand through. A gasp rang out among all parties.  
 
    ‘Are those tiny people?’ Juliet asked.  
 
    ‘Looks like it,’ Alice said.  
 
    ‘Wait a second,’ Molly said. ‘The key is a person?’  
 
    ‘A person, si!’ Dante said. ‘Si! A person!’  
 
    ‘Ok, so which one of these people is the “key”?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘No-a, not this person! Not that one either!’  
 
    With everyone distracted, Dale made his way back for the castles. His heart throbbed.  
 
    Mrs Collins reached back into the castle dungeons; what must’ve amounted to a small cabinet at the model’s bottom. This time, she pulled out a small wriggling lady.  
 
    ‘Yes, yes, yes!’ Dante rejoiced. ‘This is the key!’  
 
    Mrs Collins then joined the two figures on the same palm.  
 
    ‘Dante, my love!’ declared the lady.  
 
    ‘Beatrice, ciao bella!’ Dante cried.  
 
    The two embraced.  
 
    ‘He lied to us!’ Daisy gasped.  
 
    ‘This is it?’ Alice asked. ‘This the key?’  
 
    Dante pulled from his love, Beatrice, and turned to address Mrs Collins and the others.  
 
    ‘Haha! Yes, stupid fools! I gotta the better of you all! I guided you to my long, lost love Beatrice. Now, we can be together at last!’ 
 
    Mrs Collins shrugged. 
 
    ‘Into the castle dungeons you go,’ she said.  
 
    ‘No! No!’ Dante cried. ‘Please!’  
 
    She shoved them back into the dungeon then adjusted the bar.  
 
    ‘We need him to get out of this place, right?’ Daisy asked Mrs Collins.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘We can just retrieve them when we’ve decided what we’re going to do.’  
 
    Juliet fluffed the flower in her hair as she swerved, unsteady in her pregnancy. When she swerved, Dale’s gut swerved too. His heart bled for her. She was about to die and the others hadn’t really grasped that. They weren’t looking anywhere but down at the castle. Even Dale, who stood watching the group, went unnoticed. And if he this horrible monster went unnoticed. Juliet definitely did.  
 
    Her hand went around again to caress the narcissus flower in her hair, one lone petal dangling down.  
 
    ‘Better decide fast,’ she said.  
 
    Alice, though, was about to tear her own hair out.  
 
    ‘I hate that goddamn poet Dante!’ she said. ‘Little shit!’  
 
    ‘ALICE!’ Mrs Collins scolded.  
 
    The others, too, had faces like curdled milk at hearing the girl swear but that paled in comparison to what she did next.  
 
    ‘Little shit,’ she said.  
 
    The flames about the mountaintop flickered, getting ready to rise up, but she wasn’t done yet.  
 
    She drew a flame and hurled it at the model castles. Everyone jumped back, with some nearly scattering off the mountain. The blue flames obliterated the models and sucked up whatever was in them with a harsh vacuuming heat that had this high-pitch grotesque pop. They stared over the burning blue castle ruins, as tiny things squealed and died in there. Dale blinked then stared, aware tiny people were burning alive. Now Dante was going to get a taste of a real inferno. He sure was. Him, Beatrice, and whoever else happened to be holed up in there.  
 
    A shadow fell over Dale’s face.  
 
    He was about to get a taste of a real inferno, too.  
 
    Him, and everyone else left on this godforsaken rock.  
 
    A huge flaming wave of fire rose up behind the mountain.  
 
    Up from the peak came these sparks flurrying down like rainwater only instead of wetting, they melted rock, mountain and whatever else happened to be in their way, and soon that would be human bodies.  
 
    Dale staggered back, and he wasn’t alone. The exodus from the burning blue model ruins happened before Mrs Collins could yell, “BACK TO THE TRAIN”, and by the time she did, some of them were already through the shuddering doors, panting, sweat-faced.  
 
    Jack and Juliet were the last ones to make it through, him hauling her through the doors, which opened one last time in a mechanical wail. Sparks poured through the doors like turbulent rushes of water and rain, crashing over their shoulders and scattering over the floor mere seconds before they extinguished into thin air.  
 
    A huge fiery wave lapped against their train and swung it about the mountain with a great roar. 
 
    Dale clung to the train pole the way he would have done during a rough tram ride in their small-town. When Daisy joined him there, clinging to another pole and sneaking him a wink, it was just like old days. The insane interaction had his jaw dripping before he looked again at Daisy and saw her hectic, her hair a mess, clinging, to the pole again; and he thought he had imagined the entire thing. Now, when Daisy looked at him, her mouth had yawned open in this ginormous cry.  
 
    ‘BRACE YOURSELF!’ Daisy screamed.  
 
    ‘WHAT DO YOU THINK I’M DOING?’ he screamed back.  
 
    The others clung on to the seats and poles where they could, screaming.  
 
    Mrs Collins fought against the crashing, flaming wave hitting their train, and tremendous recoil it produced, to get back to the driver’s compartment door. Daisy leapt from pole to pole until she, too, was able to lunge into the compartment, followed by Dale. 
 
    A look behind and he saw this trail of moist, dripping leaves, all of which had dripped through his coattails.  
 
    His fingers remained long, sharp, cruel and pointed.  
 
    Catching his reflection in the train’s metal walls he glimpsed a monster staring back.  
 
    A short oak tree with cracked barkskin and tawny shrivelled leaves for hair.  
 
    But when he turned to look at Mrs Collins and Daisy, they barely paid him another look. He touched his face, and examined his hands, and saw that everything was normal. Mrs Collins and Daisy acted frantic with their creased, dirty faces and gasping voices just because they were in a frantic moment. Nobody paid attention to him. That was the way he liked it but wasn’t sure it would last much longer. He skulked into the driving compartment’s corner with leaves down his throat.  
 
    ‘Are you going to go back and get John Milton now?’ Daisy snapped at Mrs Collins. ‘Like I suggested in the first place?’  
 
    It was they, the Americans, who had been right.  
 
    ‘Dante couldn’t be trusted,’ Dale whispered. 
 
    Mrs Collins registered both their statements with blue flashes from her eyes; that showed how intense she had gotten. Dale flinched and didn’t forget that stuff burnt trees to smithereens.  
 
    As their train hopped back down the inferno caverns, running on jagged, razor rocks, Dale had to face that once again he was quickly becoming a tree.  
 
    Alice skidded into the driver’s compartment holding up one foot and the numerous sticky leaves that had attached themselves to it. She gave Dale a wide-eyed, mortified stare. That was all he needed. Up the leaves in his throat bubbled, foaming about his lips; it must’ve looked horrible. He tore past Alice out the room and in the process left a gash on her sleeve. The transaction between her eyes and the new searing red glittering cut, that was the last thing he saw before barreling into the bathroom like before and bolting the door shut.  
 
    He knelt over the toilet  with dew trailing from his lip. 
 
    A big fat leaf pushed itself out his nose.  
 
    He threw up.  
 
    The barrage of knocks and cries surrounded the restroom.  
 
    ‘DALE!’  
 
    Outside the train the flames roared and thrashed against the metal exteriors, louder than any screams, no doubt curling about the vehicle and  dragging them further in the inferno.  
 
    As Dale threw up more mushy leaves, his ears clogged with the stuff as well and soon he couldn’t hear anything but shrill buzzing. He lapped against the toilet throwing up what must have been nine times in a row. Each time he lowered close to the water, it resembled less a toilet bowl and more a compost heap. And every time, glimpses he caught of his face reflected off the ceramic and metal surfaces. They showed a gnarly, ugly tree with rotten, fungi-stuffed nostrils and this drooling, panting mouth with its fangs out and a long bovine tongue.  
 
    Oh, god, he was hideous. He threw up again. Inky, dew-stained toilet water splashed his face. Daisy could never see him like this. She could never see the toilet bowl, either. There was all sorts in there: soils lumps with roots hanging out, mud clustered down at the very bottom, and numerous leaves and twigs., 
 
    Dale threw up again.  
 
    ‘DALE!’ Daisy called from outside. ‘DALE!’  
 
    The door behind him rattled.  
 
    And a shiver went down his back as he contemplated her bursting in on him like this, a monster. His hands, flexing over the bowl, were no longer fingers with nails or prints but sharp, cruel twigs; ones that could in the blink of an eye tear off a human face.  
 
    The door kept rattling.  
 
    ‘Daisy, no!’ he yelled.  
 
    What came out his mouth, though, along with a fee dozen more leafs, was this dark hollow roar.  
 
    The door stopped, Daisy audibly pulling away, and then Dale just heard a sob. He was surprised. Because he was crying himself: silent, dew-scented tears that rolled down the toilet bowl to join the other gunk.  
 
    Flames growled about the train. The voices outside the bathroom grew distant. All that Dale heard for minutes at a time was the slow, dirge-like rustle of leaves falling out his mouth. It took five flushes at the shitter to get what was in the bowl to finally go down and then in the smooth, see-through water that remained, he stared at his red eyes.  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 
 
    When the train had come to a complete stop, the flames had died down, and a look in the mirror showed that he was wholly a monstrous tree, Dale fumbled for the bathroom door and, by some miracle, got it to open. It might have been that even the plastic door handle, squeaking, was afraid of him. For his reflection in that mirror had been one of the snarling man-eating oak trees that he used to run away from; the kind that had eaten his friends at the carnival.  
 
    Now, his friends were going to run away from him.  
 
    Really, Dale only had one friend left, although in his frenzied state, he didn’t consider Daisy a friend — the way a rabid dog, yellow eyes, foaming at the mouth, wouldn’t consider its owner a friend anymore. She was just meat. And he was just hungry.  
 
    They were the only ones remaining on the train.  
 
    His big lumbering oak feet slapped against the floor as he stumbled down the train corridor. His thoughts were groggy, and he saw groggy, but his hearing, that was spot-on, and he sensed everything through vibration; right now, he sensed Daisy spinning away from the door.  
 
    And then he saw her: his one remaining friend with her mouth falling open and eyes going the widest they had ever gone.  
 
    She looked about to drop dead of fright right then and there.  
 
    ‘Dale,’ her voice croaked, and it was unlike he had ever heard her before. ‘What’s happened to you?’  
 
    Out his hands came and they were sharp pointed twigs. All he had to do was reach for her face, and one of her eyes might be gouged out. Daisy realized, and so the more he lumbered forwards, the more she sprang back. She lurched back with jolting, inhuman movements as if her feet were on springs, unnatural herself; this was an unnatural situation, her friend a monster, and she moved in no expected way.  
 
    A withered spidery hand reached for her throat.  
 
    ‘Don’t do it.’ 
 
    The second Juliet’s voice reached his ear, Dale realized he had been wrong about him and Daisy being the only people left on the train.  
 
    In his periphery, to the left, Juliet appeared standing up on one of the leather seats. Her huge belly, and weak condition, made it amazing she had climbed up there. Her face had gone all puffy and pallid, though with black-hued edges, and her veins stood out like wires. Even in his condition, Dale recalled what stirred in her  belly, and now that narcissus flower hung on by a literal thread, she should have been at death’s door.  
 
    Her belly had indeed stretched the armour and dress she wore to appear, visible now, this huge bulging white moon.  
 
    Except there appeared to be black rocks spinning around in there; each one curled up in the foetal position and with a spindly dog tail. 
 
    Puppies.  
 
    Cerberus puppies.  
 
    She should have been in tremendous pain, and no doubt she was, but her eyes focused on Dale and they glinted with fury.  
 
    What happened next was that she grabbed a branch off Dale’s treetop, literally ripping it out, leaves and all, and while this stunned him, he didn’t feel at that much pain. Not until she thwacked him with his own branch, causing his head to reel back, and Dale flailed down the corridor. Now, he understood why trees were so ungainly on their feet. It was hard to move like this with his huge head, primordial jaws, but comparatively thin arms and legs. Still, as he swept back from Juliet, this rage kicked in, and he soon he was struggling forwards, grabbing for her with his spindly hands. Instead his knee bucked into the seats and his sharp fingers tore at air.  
 
    Down Juliet went along the seats with his branch but when she realized he was there, hands reaching out, more vulnerable than ever, she returned and took an almighty thwack at him with the branch.  
 
    Even Daisy returned, kicking at his trunk, one hand reaching to scratch out his eyes and the other reaching to rip off a branch of her own. Dazed, confused, Dale went into another spin and was met with one more blow from Juliet’s branch.  
 
    He stumbled back, seeing stars, his hands springing out; and that was when Daisy finally found success, reaching out into his tree-leaves, where his hair used to be, and tearing off a huge branch of her own.  
 
    Dale yowled in pain.  
 
    And he wheeled around, scratching at Dale, and one of those hands with his long, cruel fingers tore at Daisy’s face and left it soaking with blood. Now, he saw what those hands could do.  
 
    Blood flecked out over the train corridor.  
 
    Its droplets scattered over the seats and window-panes. More blood than Dale thought he had drawn but there was so much of the stuff Daisy’s face was now like this wet soaking crimson rag, the initial wound hard to see, and the blood kept dripping, turning her entire dress dark and red.  
 
    The horrible sight even had Dale reacting but when he shivered, dew drops went down his scaly barkskin back and when he gawped, his jaws opened wide.  
 
    The windows reflecting his huge body made him look like an upright crocodile, his long jaws dripping saliva, and Dale almost became scared at the sight of himself . That was nothing compared to the others.  
 
    Screams filled his ears.  
 
    It was hard to tell who was screaming, as he tumbled about the train with his hands stained bloody but he knew those screams would attract others. A casual glimpse out the window made out they were in Poet’s Corner, and this was why everyone else wasn’t on the train. A hint of blue, this flash just at the corner of his eye, and he knew what was coming. 
 
    Dale tried to get off the train. He couldn’t see Daisy or Juliet anywhere. Nor could he see the doors. The screaming, and the blood, had made him so delirious fumbling about with his big clawed toe feet that the next thing he knew, the nearest train doors appeared, shuddered open and Alice came through waving a blue flame.  
 
    Its sparks drew to him as if magnetically and what looked like a bushy veil of blue leaves spread out over his eyes and face. Of course, it didn’t feel that way. Odd that it took a split-second for him to realize he was burning alive. The supreme heat had his own mouth opening, screaming.  
 
    He dovetailed out the doors, past Alice, into the dirt, and the sand showering over his barkskin face may very well have saved his life.  
 
    That didn’t mean he was safe, though.  
 
    He scuppered instinctively away from the train, moving just like a crocodile and with the same speed, into the dark habitat of Poet’s Corner.  
 
    A glance back, and he saw Molly and Alice approaching now with blue flames glowing like lanterns.  
 
    Down he went, further into the sand, and into the rocky cavern where they had seen all those mischievous little creatures earlier.  
 
    Speaking of which.  
 
    A huge saliva drop rolled out of Dale’s mouth.  
 
    He got so excited thinking about how cute and moreish those little poets had looked darting about the cave in their great numbers.  
 
    But, what he noticed, glaring about the sand, though was loathe to stop, were these scores of tiny body parts scattered about the sand.  
 
    He peered closer.  
 
    Little chopped-off arms with their hands holding pens or quills And, on occasion, bodies that had been chopped in half, too. Little red poet heads spun in the sand like gruesome cherries. And, when Dale looked about the walls, he saw dozens of poets splattered and stained there, too. Somebody had undergone a fit of rage.  
 
    Somebody incensed at these tiny little poets after Jane’s death.  
 
     A grudge to bear.  
 
    An axe to grind.  
 
    A hint of red hair in his periphery told Dale he had to move.  
 
    FAST.  
 
    He spun then barrelled towards the playing card knight so fast that Jack couldn’t swing his axe before being knocked off his feet, hard into the cavern walls. He hit the nearest cave wall with such a hard thwack, that it made Dale blink and he shuddered at his own dirty work.  
 
    The knight lay mangled, mortally wounded, with his long chainmail-clad legs stretched out. That huge chivalric axe at his side was still tightly curled into his side. So when Dale approached, he did so with caution.  
 
     Where once sweat would have dropped down his face to soak soft flesh, now there was only crisp spring dew and there was only rough scaly bark. So, as he crept towards the breathing Jack, he did so like a gnarly, scary predator; and had been expecting the playing card knight to shrink back at him, the tall man-eating tree.  
 
    Jack did not flinch.  
 
    Instead he began talking.  
 
    A weary, end-of-the-tether drawl that seemingly came out the corner of his mouth.  
 
    ‘You bastard,’ he announced, though not with the malice Dale might have expected; more with a twisted admiration. ‘You killed the man who killed a thousand playing cards.’  
 
    I’m sure it wasn’t that many, Dale thought as he crept closer.  
 
    His tongue, now, unfurled out his mouth and those sharp predatory tree teeth, black and rotten, pointed and sharp, nevertheless, bared at their latest victim.  
 
    He didn’t seem to care.  
 
    ‘I’m old,’ Jack told him. ‘Let’s call it a draw.’  
 
    This steely flash reflected in Dale’s eyes as the axe swept up from the sand, straight for his face. 
 
     If it hadn’t been for his tenacious long cruel fingers, that axe would’ve pierced straight through his head.  
 
    God knows Jack willed it with the last strength in the world, holding the axe inches away from splitting Dale’s face in two: determined to push the blade through and cut into his killer’s head. His killer, though, had other ideas. Dale was not just a tree, he was a humongous oak tree and being inside the train had muted his growth from blossoming full-power.  
 
    Now, it did; and he towered over Jack as he prevented the axe from cutting into him.  
 
    He thew the axe away as if it were a mere letter opener.  
 
    The gentle nature with which it dropped out his hand, and awareness of his sudden gigantic size, had Dale’s heart beating. 
 
    Not as much as the blue glares growing back into visibility; their flames now moving through Poet’s Corner close enough to hurt his eyes.  
 
    He backed away from the weary, deteriorating Jack and sped further into the dark. By  
 
    now, the dark had gotten so pitch-black and compassing, that Dale soon had to stop and catch his breath. Around him were the coal-black rocky cliffs of Poet’s Corner, and he sensed this was as far as he could go. At this point the train, well behind him on the horizon, was like this long dull silvery worm. Yet the danger wasn’t over. 
 
    The Collins Family approached. Blue flames neared in the far distance, where they glowed exactly apart like twin sunrises.  
 
    The light, while unwelcome, shed some clarity of the sand on which Dale stood. A tiny creature ran across his foot. He looked down. Just by his big toe was a little poet in a suit and waist-jacket. A helpless little morsel. Seeing Dale’s cold yellow eyes, the size of the moon to this poor fellow, he was moved to react the only way he knew how and that was to recite: 
 
    ‘Two roads diverged in a yellow wood/ And sorry I could not travel both…’ 
 
    Dale hands dipped to grab the poet but he was feisty prey nipping about to avoid the snatching twigs.  
 
    ‘And be one traveller, long I stood! And looked down one as far as I could! To where it bent in the…’ 
 
    His hand caught the poet, enclosed around him, the long fingers making a cage of sorts. The tiny man inside his fingers shivered. In desperation, he changed poem.  
 
    ‘Something there is that doesn’t love a wall! That sends the frozen-ground-swell under it! And spills the upper boulders in the sun…!’  
 
    As Dale’s hand neared his mouth, the man changed poem again. At  this rate, Dale was unsure what the poet would taste like. He assured himself it might be the runny, oily consistency of ink but, otherwise, it could be a complete mystery.  
 
    ‘Some say the world will end in fire! Some say in ice…!’ 
 
    He shovelled the poet into his mouth and, crunching down, swilling him about, could confidently said the poet had the refined, delectable taste of lobster and wine from New England. Not what he had expected.  
 
    A few squeaks came from about the dark.  
 
    That would be more tiny poets hiding amidst the rocks and sand but they weren’t on Dale’s mind right now. The blue flames closing in either side; they were what worried him. And their fire, glittering, razor-sharp, was what he associated with the sun. Already, melting bark crumbled off his face, cheeks and neck and left pathetic little black charcoal trails in the sand, joining the shed leaves and twigs that were already there; the Collins Family would have no problem tracing him.  
 
    His only hope was to get to the blackest, bleakest parts of Poet’s Corner where they would have to go by foot to see anything, and it was there he would wait in ambush.  
 
    Dale stumbled forwards again, away from the approaching blue lights. What he saw about the sand were tiny little footprints where poets had scattered, most likely fleeing him.  
 
    Then, right next to his ear, he heard this most mournful voice.  
 
    ‘Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary…’  
 
    He snatched Edgar Allan Poe off his neck, where to his horror he found the mischievous little imp had eaten out a nook for himself, and then bit the tiny man’s head off. Poe, as one might expect, had this exquisite fine-dining taste like caviar but with lots of messy, bloody raw material that Dale found especially salivating. He was, after all, a carnivorous tree.  
 
    By his other ear came another sound.  
 
    ‘If you can keep your head when all about you…’ 
 
    Off went Rudyard Kipling’s head with a chomp. Dale savoured the exotic flavour.  
 
    But all over his scalp, the leaves itched, and the twigs down his neck and sticking out his trunk itched.  
 
    He then scooped a hand through his head and pulled out a handful of tiny poets.  
 
    His leaves had been full of the things.  
 
    Now dozens of tiny poets squirmed about his hands like terrified live shrimp. They all squeaked, their poetry drowned out in chorus, as he ate them up. Only one tiny little poet left clung to his huge lip for dear life.  
 
    ‘Tyger, Tyger, burning bright…’ a pipsqueak William Blake intoned, ‘in the forest…’ 
 
    Dale’s mouth clamped down.  
 
    Ink spurted all over his face like messy war-paint. Its black threads coiled down his trunk. By his feet there was now a pool of it. The tiny poets had been eating at him like termites, gnawing his bark, but he had gotten the better of them. And he looked down to see more of the little shits, running away.  
 
    Hundreds of tiny poets fled across the sand. A mass exodus from the monstrous tree. They cried out with one ear-splitting homogenous squeak that made the cave walls ring. Even if Dale soon discovered each individual tiny poet had their own poem, or in many cases, poems, they were reciting, as he fell on his knees and his hands scooped them up.  
 
    As bunches of terrified poets made their way towards his teeth, piled on top of one another, scrambling over each other, sometimes it was only one or two lucky poems that briefly entered his ears.  
 
    ‘Each man kills the thing he loves…!’ 
 
    ‘I was much further out than you thought/ And not waving but…!’ 
 
    ‘So much depends upon a red wheelbarrow…’ 
 
    He stuffed them into his mouth like popcorn and chewing, crunching, his taste buds and then his stomach lit up with the wondrous, fantasia of flavours, their pretty words the greatest tastes. Although Dale was often left with their last sentimental lines in his ears and more than once did he regret swallowing a poet or biting off their head too quickly.  
 
    As he sat in the sand, with dead poets spiralling in their masses down his mouth and into the great pit of his tree-trunk stomach, a deeper meaning to life than just eating and running prickled through his barkskin and made that scaly black trunk tingle.  
 
    Out came his hand once again, this time to scoop up a single poet, and when he held them in his hands, they resembled a tiny clockwork toy looking ever so presentable. 
 
    ‘This is the way the world ends,’ he said. ‘This is the way the world ends.’  
 
    A blue blaze whistled past Dale’s ear like an express train. He watched as blue flames lit up the fleeing crowd of poets beyond, the sand alight with thousands of small hot piercing shards of blue. If he hadn’t known better, he would have thought it to be a beautiful smashed stained glass window. Then, another blue fireball hit the ground right by him and he lost balance.  
 
    Fireballs flew to his left and right as he did that unsteady dance, about to fall, and only when a fireball hit right near his foot did he finally topple.  
 
    A huge swarm of poets cleared the space from Dale, aware he was still very much hungry and when the gigantic cranes of his arms got to work again, snatching up handfuls of poets, their high-pitched squeaks rang out into the cave once more.  
 
    Footsteps rushed through the dark.  
 
    The Collins Family approached. The fire rustled in their palms.  
 
    The next handful Dale brought to his mouth contained a familiar nefarious poet.  
 
    ‘Winter has entered my citadel…!’ cackled Baudelaire, flippant even facing death: ‘hate, anger, fear, forced work like splitting rock/ And like the sun’s borne to its northern hell/ My heart’s no more than a red frozen block.’  
 
    Dale had no idea what that meant but hoped it tasted good. When he scooped up the wriggling Baudelaire and shoved him into his mouth before he could recite any more poetry, the tiny French cannibalistic poet went down like well-done steak, with a meaty kick but an even more noticeable flurry of cinders.  
 
    Dale savoured the taste as the poets fled amongst the flaming blue fire columns that now lit Poet’s Corner.  
 
    And there were more fireballs approaching, Molly and Alice’s flames so close that more bark turned to cinders and crumbled off his face and back as if he was some old disintegrating statue. Ozymandias, King of Kings, etcetera, etcetera. Dale never got to be King of Kings. For a few simple hours, he acknowledged with a pitiful sniff and a downturned lip, he only got to be a monster.  
 
    He made his way through the swarming, panicking poets, who writhed and jumped about him like sparks on a hot bed of fire. As the Collins Family approached, and their fireballs seared and blinded Dale, he couldn’t see the flakes crumbling off his trunk but knew they were, sifting off, disappearing now into a black mist the fire was so hot. They were going to burn him, slowly; at least that was what Dale suspected as he jerked and screamed away from what now looked like an all-encompassing blue eclipse.  
 
    The fire cooked his feet, withering its barkskin black, and off his toes came huge dark flakes.  
 
    Poets remained writhing over him, sheltering under him, even, as they too felt the harsh, apocalyptic heat from the blue Collins Family flames. They wriggled all over Dale’s body, and he was far too hot and exhausted now to eat them.  
 
    A poet stuck upon his forehead like a slug, their own body moisture having melted into position on Dale’s barkskin, yowled out what must’ve been their greatest dedication:  
 
    ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold/ Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world/ The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere/ The ceremony of innocence is drowned/ The best lack…’ 
 
    Dale knew this poem, and liked it, but that didn’t stop him from contorting his forehead so poor W.B. Yeats tumbled into his mouth to be dispatched with a single crunch.  
 
    Where the tiny poet could no longer physically weigh, his poem weighed on Dale’s mind, specifically as Molly and Alice trudged closer.  
 
    There was one thing that would prevent them from burning him alive and that would be giving them exactly that for which they were searching.  
 
    He flipped over onto his back, crawled through the amassed poets, and searched in vain for the poet they had come here for. The damn things were all over him, in his pores and sucking out from his orifices: a poet under his elbow paused for breath, having been eating away like a termite, purely to give its poem: 
 
    ‘Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephones, prevent the dog from barking…’ 
 
    In a haste Dale grabbed the bark-chewing poet, tore them out his armpit and then into one of those blue blaze pits.  
 
    If he wanted to burn something might have merely turned around for the Collins Family and their fireballs were now that close. The closest flame was Alice’s and she practically cooked his ear.  
 
    His arm lunged out, grabbed another handful of poets, and it seemed that luck was on his side. For just as that blue fireball hot as the sun cooked his face and blackened his crooked witchy tree features, he spun about, opened up his hand and out Alice’s flame went. Out Molly’s flame went, too.  
 
    Away went Dale’s monstrous tree form, departing with inglorious plumes of black smoke. He was human again, fully clothed in his waist-jacket, gentleman’s trousers, and shoes.  
 
    But his hand remained out and with all those tiny poets squirming inside. That was why the Collins Family had put out their flames. Despite his hand shrinking, and thus numerous poets falling off, he still held what had an intrigued them so much. Among the mass of poets gathered in his now-much-smaller palm, there was a single one who stood up, reciting:  
 
    ‘All is not lost, the unconquerable will, and study of revenge, immortal hate and the courage never to submit or yield.’  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
    Dale staggered back onto the train with tiny John Milton clutched in his hands like a mouse. The entire time, he had kept John in his palms and never let go; for he knew the instant he did, the blue fireballs would come flying. The Collins Family were over his shoulder the whole walk back and they didn’t regress when he got back into the train. He fell through the shuddering doors, which opened with their usual mechanical screech, and John Milton clutched in his palms nearly fell out. Dale had to elbow a nearby pole to adjust himself and grip John. Maybe he gripped too much. This rampant squeaking came from within his fingers, and while he clutched tight, he made sure not to crush the tiny man.  
 
    Looking around, he found himself on a bloodstained train with the stuff splashed about the windows and the steely floor. That floor, admittedly, had been through a lot in their travels and it had burnt leaves, as well as fresh leaves, from many other trees, as well as him, but that blood scattered down the train’s front half; that was all new.  
 
    And who was that girl in the corner, hand over her face, trying to avoid being seen? Her dress came stained with blood to a ludicrous degree, drenched skin-tight, and it all seemed to have leaked from her face. Her fingers just about stretched out to cover the huge scar. Three slash marks across the cheek. She trembled under Dale’s watchful gaze.  
 
    He lurched forward with John Milton still prised between his fingers, although it took some courage to turn his back on the Collins Family. He got that courage from noticing how scared the girl, his only friend left, was; she refused to look at him, shivering. Even in his normal, weak human form, she refused to look.  
 
    ‘Daisy?’  
 
    The reply the girl gave was this long drawn-out howl. Dale half-expected the train windows to wobble and shatter from pressure. He didn’t know people could make noises like that.  
 
    He stepped forward.  
 
    Daisy clambered against the train’s back-compartment and fell down on her butt, leg’s spread. Wide eyes fixed Dale. 
 
    ‘Daisy, it’s me. Don’t you remember me? We went to high school together. We were friends. It was that night at the carnival and you were there with your boyfriend, Tom…’ 
 
    Her lip warbled.  
 
    It was just as hard for Dale to say his friend’s name as it was for Daisy to hear it. Maybe it was even more hard. As he swallowed a bitter taste and looked into the frightened pair of eyes before him, Dale realised he loved her. He had always loved her.  
 
    Alice and Molly ushered him away with their flames.  
 
    ‘Get away from her,’ Alice said. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ Molly said. ‘It’s okay, now. No need to torture the poor girl.’  
 
    While he was distracted, Daisy saw her chance. She held her bloodstained dress, ran past Dale, and hurtled to the end of the train. Due to the Collins Family flames, which were so large and bright they caged him at the train’s end, he couldn’t chase after her and was reduced to raising his voice.  
 
    ‘What happened to our small town, Daisy? What happened to the book we lived in?’ he could barely get out the words, the flames were so loud in his ears and his heart was breaking. All over his face, he felt and saw this flustered red colour like his heart was about to physically break. ‘What happened to our book?’  
 
    Alice thrust a flame closer to him.  
 
    ‘Get away from her,’ she growled; ‘, and hand over John Milton so we can get the hell out of here.’  
 
    ‘Alice,’ her mum hushed, and just when Dale thought Mrs Collins was about to come to a much-needed defense, she said, ‘don’t swear.’ 
 
    Dale slid down in the corner, defeated. His hands clasped the tiny poet close to his chest; the only thing keeping him alive. Blood on the floor, along with cigarettes and leaves, dirtied his backside. Out went his feet as he glumly stared up into the sights of Alice’s fire. Go on. That stare dared. Burn me. If Alice was about to do that, and the way she lowered her flame, causing him to shield his eyes even with Milton still grasped in hand — it certainly seemed like it, then Dale found himself saved… 
 
    The nearest train doors groaned open.  
 
    Jack lurched inside with his clothes dirtied and bloodied. His appearance had Molly speechless, and edging against the leather seats, while Alice was more curious. 
 
    ‘What happened to you?’ she remarked and swung her blue flame casually away from Dale.  
 
    So Dale took his chance and scuppered away, further against the wall, and reflected on how close his life had come to being snuffed out. One blast from that blue flame in the face, and his brain might’ve been burnt out through his nose. Being human — at the moment, anyway — wouldn’t have helped. Just because he wasn’t made of wood and leaves anymore didn’t mean he didn’t burn. And burn he had done with white scorch marks over his face and hands that would hurt like hell in the morning; if he ever lived to see the morning, and got out of Hell… 
 
    When Alice swung that flame over to Jack, the playing card knight tried so hard not to react. His face became this stiff wall, and it worked. Whatever emotions he felt about Dale after their last encounter, when Dale swore he had died — Jack didn’t show. The playing card didn’t flinch with the light in his eyes. he looked at Dale and decided not to tell.  
 
    ‘I got a raw deal,’ he said.  
 
    Alice examined him.  
 
    ‘You’ve got something on your boot,’ she said, and then after a pause, added, ‘I think it’s Ted Hughes.’  
 
    An unguarded Dale, who was now not watched by either Molly or Alice, lifted from the floor to see.  
 
    Jack lifted his boot, glanced down, and had to pull off this tiny screeching poet. A figure which he subsequently flicked against the window and was satisfied when they bounced off, pinballing against the floor, and then disappearing forever into the train’s comparatively huge landscape. 
 
    ‘That’s enough poetry for one day,’ the playing card said.  
 
    Its very mention had Dale, who had sank back to the floor, forgetting about the poet he had in one hand and reaching his other, free hand into his trouser pocket to pull out a ruined, dishevelled Byron. The poet Juliet had given him, of course. He looked over to see the girl stretched out over leather seats near the driver’s compartment. Her only narcissus petal remained attached but dangled precariously; another minute or so… and it might not be attached.  
 
    Dale’s attention turned to Byron, stirring in his hand, who gazed up at him with weary, beaten eyes. That ride in his pocket during his tree transformation had put Dale through the wringer but it had been life and death for little Byron. The tiny guy wheezed in and out. Dale recognized death throes when he saw them.  
 
    He put Byron on one of the leather seats where the poet, reclining, placed a forlorn hand on his heart and began one last recital. The voice he used was as solemnly profound as a tiny poet’s squeak could be.  
 
    ‘For the sword outwears its sheath/ And the soul wears out the breast/ And the heart must pause to breathe/ And love itself have rest/ Though the night was made for loving/ And the day returns too soon/ Yet we’ll go no more a roving/ By the light of the moon.’  
 
    Dale drew in his breath just as the tiny poet took his last and it were as if he were vampirically sucking the life out the poor fellow. He shrank back, feeling ashen. When Byron lay his head and limbs down, any sinister feeling was gone and his tiny, lifeless form looked precious as a bird.  
 
    Dale exhaled, at exactly the wrong time: blinking, just as somebody else rushed forward, reaching into his hand.  
 
    Molly snatched John Milton from his grasp. That other hand. Curses. Now, Dale felt as if the life had left his body, and when Molly was that low, face-to-face, she could’ve cast a flame right into his heart, or his head, but instead of doing that, she talked to him.  
 
    ‘Yoink!’ she announced with John Milton in her hand, and the meaning of this Dale did not know, but what she said next in mournful, icy voice, he got the meaning of all right: ‘sorry, mate. Time to die.’ 
 
     She then trudged down the train’s corridor to the driver’s compartment and he was left at the mercy of Alice and her huge blue flame.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 
 
    Dale scrambled against the train’s back-wall, panting.  
 
    Molly Collins disappeared behind the driver’s compartment door, John Milton-in-tow, it was down to her daughter Alice to dispatch the foe.  
 
    A blue flame approached powerful as the sun.  
 
    Sweat thick as wax steamed down Dale’s forehead as he began to melt.  
 
    ‘No, please, no,’ he coughed; the heat was so bad, he could hardly talk. ‘Please no.’  
 
    ‘Sorry, pal,’ Alice said.  
 
    He clung to the back wall as the fireball was driven closer, tongues of fire licking his clothes. He kicked and screamed, and the heat made his cries sound all high-pitched. That added a delirious, surreal aspect to what was surely a fantastical or rather, fantastically horrible, situation: in this subway train, he was about to melt. 
 
    ‘Aaargh! Please! Please, no! Help me! Help me! Help… help…help…’ 
 
    Out of the blue flames, which seared his eyes so much, he could barely look, there came a cavalcade of voices, and they all screamed one thing.  
 
    ‘STOP.’  
 
    So much that Alice had to put out the fire and look over her shoulder. Dale, though, was so traumatised by the entire experience that he covered his face. He didn’t want to see. Besides, there was so smoke it was hard to see anything. A blue glare, also, lingered in his eyes. 
 
    The train rumbled to life and sped down the caverns as John Milton provided his instructions, no doubt whispering in Molly’s ear. 
 
    ‘That’s enough, Alice,’ Jack said. ‘Don’t hurt the poor fellow.’  
 
    ‘He’s suffered enough,’ Juliet said.  
 
    ‘Are you crazy?’ Alice screeched at the rest of the train. ‘He’s going to kill us all! Look at you, Daisy. Look what he did to your face.’  
 
    Even the bathroom door had screeched open and out had come Dale’s last friend from their book, and though he couldn’t see, he imagined her drifting down through the smoke and blue sparks.  
 
    ‘We can’t kill him,’ she said, and then added something curious, ‘I’d never recover from… from this. You know? What he did to me?’  
 
    Dale in his wisdom lying on the floor, the monster who had given her that scar in the first place, understood what she meant; of course he did, because his fingernails still had her blood underneath them where what had been his sharp, cruel twigs tore her flesh.  
 
    Everyone else around the train was puzzled.  
 
    ‘What on earth do you mean?’ Alice asked Daisy.  
 
    ‘These scars could already take years to heal!’ she yelled. ‘If you kill him right now in front of me, they’ll never heal!’  
 
    Alice was lost for words and reduced to gibberish for seconds before expressing herself again. 
 
    ‘He’s a danger to everyone on board this train!’  
 
    The train raced along the caverns, screeching as if delighted at being mentioned. Now, all around there were flames, and they back into the red-hots parts of Hell they had landed in the first place. Their train soared past their peak overlooking the lake of fire.  
 
    Jack stepped forward.  
 
    Dale had recovered enough by this point, though that wasn’t due to the smoke clearing or the sparks dying down; they remained hot and blue as ever, glittering about the floor. No, it was due to the leaves bubbling in his throat. Here was Jack about to defend him, and Dale was ready to turn into a monster even before he opened his mouth. Still, the oblivious playing card knight swaggered forward.  
 
    The train sped down a fiery cavern.  
 
    ‘Not while I’m here,’ Jack said. 
 
    The nearest doors screamed open.  
 
    A pair of fauns, back with their Venetian masks, reached in and grabbed Jack and made off with him out the doors. He went without even a scream or a cry, unless the inhuman, animalistic squeal from those doors closing came from the ultra-tough playing card as he was carried off by the creatures down the back of the train, down again into Hell. WHOOSH. There was never any question of turning the train around, going after him; he was gone in a blink of an eye. He went past Dale’s window, down the cavern, into the flames, and the fast speed the train went, Jack had been and gone in a blink of an eye, back into the fiery caverns.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR  
 
    Behind him Jack had left a small figure near the doors. Everyone on board the train was too rattled to say anything, and it was obvious the man on the ground was a tiny poet, so maybe this was why Alice stooped over and picked up the figure with her cool, unused hand. The other one, which had held the fireball, had extinguished moments after Jack was taken and now it just trailed blue sparks over the floor.  
 
    Even that stopped seconds after she picked up the poet, and they were just left with the flickering train lights as the poet began speaking. He was this vicar with  curly hair and he had this odd, shy voice, which might’ve been considered malign had they not all been so shocked: 
 
    ‘ “Will you walk a little faster?” said a whiting to a snail/ “There’s a porpoise close behind us, and he’s treading on my tail/ See how eagerly the lobsters, and the turtles all advance/ They are waiting on the shingle – will you come and join the dance? Will you, won’t you, will you, won’t you, come and join the dance?”’  
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 
 
    The train then sped through black, white, and then black again, until it appeared to shoot towards and then penetrate this tiny gold shard, and that was when they finally crashed out of Hell, speeding out into galaxy of stars. What he saw through the windows looked like sights at an observatory, with comets and planets spinning past. God knows, he had seen stranger things.  
 
    Dale had been grasping the train pole the entire time, and not a minute had elapsed since the poet ended, but when they had stopped speaking, the train had jolted and the tiny figure disappeared from Alice’s hand as if disappeared via magic trick, puff, gone forever.  
 
    Their train approached a small blue ball. Earth. 
 
    Dale clung tight, ready for the impact.  
 
    Alice’s eyes searched over the train for the tiny man. As did Juliet and Daisy’s. Any thoughts of killing Dale were now, thankfully, far away. They just wanted to survive, same as he did. And that meant sticking together; a cursory glance at everyone’s eyes found them looking away from him, but Dale was confident they didn’t want to kill him anymore. He breathed, swallowed, and the acidic leaves disappeared back down his throat to vanish in his stomach.  
 
    Just as he relaxed, his hands loosening about the pole, their train soared into Earth and rocketed downwards for a crash-landing.  
 
    They crashed onto a flat grass plain.  
 
    Everyone was thrown about the train like rag-dolls, hitting the windows, poles, and leather seats, and had it not been for the magic blue flames driving the vehicle in the first place, the impact in that train would have been lethal. As it was, everyone was slung over the floor and into the seats, and not one person looked like they had enjoyed the crash-landing.  
 
    A chorus of moans came as people lifted themselves up from the train floor.  
 
    Dale picked up his black coat, put it back on over his waist-jacket, and breathed. Hard to believe it could be this cold back on Planet Earth. Out the windows it was a clear blue sky with bushes and flowers situated around; and Dale could even hear the groan of an animal or two.  
 
    A parrot flew by the pane. Its bright colours caught his eyes and forced Dale to turn. Out the window he looked, into this great vast plains garden with exotic animals like zebra, water buffalo, flamingos and elephants trotting about the river streams. They fed off reeds and bushes, ducking their heads amidst the flowers. While Dale was impressed with the sight, his heart thundering, seeing such outlandish things made him believe they were in another book.  
 
    They were always going to be in another book.  
 
    The driver’s compartment door wheezed open.  
 
    Staggering out was Mrs Collins who, exhausted, hair swept about her face, definitely looked like the one who had been driving this crashed train. Dale felt a fleeting warmth just as the blue flames that came out her hands. She went across the corridor more flustered than Dale had seen her in a long time with her cheeks puffed red and even a few tiny white lesions over her face as if during the crash landing she had been burnt with sparks from her own fire.  
 
    Her hands wrung out, both empty, and already, they knew she had lost something before she even opened her mouth.  
 
    ‘Where’s John Milton?’  
 
    That had then opening all their mouths, Alice, Daisy, Juliet, and Dale, and disorientated, each of them could only croak.Milton. Milton? John Milton? Seconds later, they remembered Milton had been the tiny poet in her hand offering directions in the driver’s compartment. After the crash, in the ensuing chaos, the tiny man — who was indeed being held against his will — must’ve escaped into the train and was now hidden out of sight.  
 
    Mrs Collins looked around again.  
 
    ‘Where’s John Milton?’ she asked again.  
 
    Again, she was met with blank faces.  
 
    The nearest train doors screeched open. A withered, gaunt tree arm shot through the gap and tore out Molly’s throat.  
 
    Dale’s lip twitched as what felt like frothy red paint sprayed his face; it had this airy, transparent quality, so that only when he stepped back with a hand in the air, he registered its true nature. 
 
    Alice screamed, drew a blue flame, and there was an explosion by the doors. The man-eating trees that had killed Molly Collins were obliterated in a single blast of blue flame, with a mere few scorched black leaves and twigs left behind.  
 
    She held Molly in her arms as the debris floated around, not having yet hit the floor, things had happened so quickly.  
 
    ‘Mommy,’ Alice said.  
 
    She could only stare into lifeless, glassy blue eyes the same colour as hers. What life there had been had depleted within seconds: Molly’s throat had been devastated to such a degree that she wouldn’t even have been able to say goodbye. 
 
    A silence swept through the train like a landslide, and while that might have been the last moment of calm for a while, it was fraught with so much anxiety, Dale felt as if he were in the midst of a thunder storm. So much so, that when the silence ended, and the bangs and crashes began, he felt relieved.  
 
    The silence ended just as abruptly as it had begun.  
 
    Hungry, drooling trees crashed through the windows and doors. They soon covered every corner of the train with their gangly, spidery arms spreading out and jaws sticking forwards. It had been ages, but Dale finally smelt dew coming from something other than his own tears and this time, it was the meaty, bloody dew scent coming off the man-eating trees.  
 
    He backed near an intact window. A crash later, and this tree laid its gnarly fingers over his shoulders. Surely, the creature was about to take a bite out of his neck. Except that a blue blast cast from Alice’s hand propelled the tree backwards, into the garden from which it came.  
 
    ‘SHIT, we’re surrounded,’ Alice breathed.  
 
    She volleyed off the swear with such explosive relish, Dale forgot they weren’t in Hell anymore and could do such things.  
 
    ‘Shit,’ he said himself.  
 
    A quiet smile spread over his face.  
 
    A series of heavy, alarming bangs startled him, and Alice and Juliet who were also nearby. All three were so scared, they nearly jumped straight into the snatching hands and open salivating jaws of nearby trees. When a wave of trees fell, hacked to pieces, they saw what had caused the loud noises.  
 
    Over at the train’s other end Daisy had picked up Jack’s axe and swung it at the nearest trees. She had beheaded three trees and chopped the limbs off several others. A few arms and legs had gone flying, their fingers and toes twitching. Once she locked eyes with Dale, she called out to him and the others.  
 
    ‘Quick, follow me!’  
 
    Her scarred face still gave him chills.  
 
    But, he swallowed, breathed in, and bucked through the corridor, over  the branches and leaves, and barrelled into the driver’s compartment. The one window that hadn’t been broken was the one that had been shattered, already, upon impact, and that was the glass screen in front of the driver’s chair and control panel. No wonder Mrs Collins had looked so flustered moments ago in the hall.  
 
    Yet, as Alice, Juliet, Dale and Daisy gathered in that small driver’s compartment staring out, another pack of trees appeared and crawled through the broken screen.  
 
    Alice threw a flame. 
 
    The trees were absorbed by bright blue fire but remained alive, intact, running around, growling. Alice hurled another flame and this reduced their trunks and branches to razor-thin black sticks, yet still they reached through the window at what were now screaming people. Daisy flung her axe down into the fire, though it was swelteringly hot to even near, and chopped up the remaining trees in cinders.  
 
    ‘Quick, through the screen,’ Alice said.  
 
    Daisy crawled through the screen first with her axe and, given the grunts and moans she made hitting the grass, the others ascertained the ground remained hot. Alice went next and even she gasped rolling about her own dirty work. The two girls jumped up with their clothes on fire, arms out wide like burning scarecrows, and the others remaining inside the train, Dale and Juliet, screamed for their lives.  
 
    The driver’s compartment door burst open.  
 
    A huge oak tree lunged through the door with a grin, extending its hand for Juliet’s neck. That sharp fingers aimed right at her jugular.  
 
    ‘Oh no you don’t,’ Dale said.  
 
    He snatched the tree’s arm steering it away from Juliet’s throat.  
 
    Another tree, one whose mouth came covered in froth, reached behind the oak and grabbed Dale’s hair.  
 
    He screamed as the tree pulled him aside, still holding the arm, and the bizarre thought occurred to yell, “I’M ONE OF YOU GUYS!” 
 
    That odd thought gave him shivers.  
 
    As he struggled in pain, his scalp seconds away from being ripped off, he doubted yelling anything would make any difference.  
 
    SNAP. 
 
    Juliet had broken off the oak tree’s over arm. She hit the oak over the head then smacked the other tree in the face and bludgeoned one more approaching tree for good measure. All three monsters fell away, their barkskin faces crumbling and caved in.  
 
    Outside Daisy and Alice ran about covered in small patches of blue fire. When trees approached, instead of running away, they hurled themselves at the trees and watched each catch fire and burn to smoulders. Except they were tiny blue flames and when Alice and Daisy ran around, the fires soon flickered out to leave them with dirty black clothes. 
 
    ‘At least we’re not on fire anymore,’ Dale heard somebody say from outside but couldn’t distinguish who.  
 
    Juliet crawled over the switchboard, out the window, her sensitive hands and knees buckling when faced with so much broken glass. With her back to him, Dale saw the narcissus flower finally without petals in her hair and just as she slipped out the window, onto the grass, the flower slipped out and was swept away by the wind.  
 
    As he went to follow Juliet out the window, a tree grabbed his collar and whirled Dale around. He thought fast. His hand shot out into the tree’s face. He broke off its nose then stuck his fingers into its moist unblinking yellow eyes.  
 
    The tree gargled, let go, and flung itself back through the train corridor.  
 
    Dale launched himself out the broken screen. A bit haphazardly. His elbow caught the side of  glass pane which remained intact, its razor-sharp edge tore flesh. Luridly-red blood sprawled down his coat. Dale blinked then yanked himself through out into daylight and while it was his first time out under a blue sky in hours, the split-second after he had been sliced, this searing pain shot through his elbow and what must have been its long screwy red cut. His teeth chattered in the agony.  
 
    That was nothing compared to what was next.  
 
    As he pulled himself down the train’s front bonnet, legs still dangling back in the drivee’s compartment, he wasn’t out of danger yet. No, not out of the woods yet. And look, here came a tree, bashing aside the driving compartment door, to remind him of that.  
 
    The second after he heard the door bang the next thing Dale registered was a huge pair of jaws biting into his leg. He screamed, grabbed a piece of glass with his hand and successfully cut his palm open. A sticky ribbon of his red blood dangled off his hand to slop over the train bonnet. Well, that didn’t dissuade him from twisting around, the jaws still attached to his leg, and slicing the tree across its face and eyeballs with that shard.  
 
    It yellow eyes split open and runny goo dribbled down its face. 
 
    Dale wrangled away and fell on the grass. Near his face was a huge tree foot, a leaf on its ankle. 
 
    He gasped.  
 
    A huge blue flame whirled into the tree and obliterated it into a swarm of black leaves that flew away like squeamish, frightened bats.  
 
    Alice dashed about firing blue flames into various trees inside and outside the train.  
 
    The girls and Dale remained outside, lost for words. 
 
    Dale stood up, just about, and dragged his leg along. A gnaw mark remained where the tree had taken a chunk out of him. He had cut himself badly on the glass as well, more than once. He didn’t need a mirror to know he looked like an amateur handyman who had failed to paint a house red. But that wasn’t what he felt like, trudging over the grass; he felt infernal. All over his body was gushing, burning pain as if he were on fire. When he walked anywhere, he let a long, slick red trail behind on the grass.  
 
    The others acknowledged his wounds with nods or blinks but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Only Daisy, who was still covered in blood from the injuries he gave her, trudged over.  
 
    ‘Dale?’ she whispered. ‘What’s happened to you?’  
 
    He was so struck seeing the scar across her cheek. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t know.’  
 
    The loudest sound was burning blue flame. It was surprising they heard each other but they did. When each spoke their eyes flashed and heads lowered. Soon it became impossible to ignore the fire.  
 
    The train was ablaze with blue, a funeral pyre.  
 
    Alice looked into the flames. 
 
    ‘Goodbye Mum,’ she said.  
 
    Shadows ran over her face.  
 
    Dale and Daisy stood facing the burning train, its flames rushing with thunderous roars. On Daisy’s cheek beside him were those three deep red gashes he had given her. They glimmered in the firelight as if winking. Dale breathed in and out, with full knowledge of how his fingers could become sharp snatching twigs, how his eyes could turn hungry and yellow, his feet those curled beastly toes; waiting to spring out when he became monstrous again. For now, though, he was human. Not that this helped him. Daisy didn’t look at him. They stood apart from one another, in between was a  great hot blue gulf of burning death.  
 
    A moan came from behind.  
 
    ‘Alice,’ Juliet gasped, ‘I don’t feel so good.’  
 
    They all turned to watch her topple. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 
 
    She lay on the grass very still, though gasping, her heavy belly having burst through its armour and lying exposed. A big white orb. Juliet exemplified such grace after having fallen, she resembled an upturned statue. That must’ve come to Dale’s head as he rushed to her side because if he listened closely, he heard, “ ‘My name is Ozymandias: King of Kings, Look on my works ye might and despair’ ”, and sure enough, peeling back her fingers, she still held Percy.  
 
    Percy, who had suffered the life squeezed out of him by Juliet in her extreme pain, his body covered in ink.  
 
    Down at Juliet’s belly, Dale looked and did indeed despair.  
 
    Those black puppies, squirming about with visible kicks and rolls, about to burst out and be born.  
 
    ‘Juliet,’ he whimpered at the horror of it all. ‘Are you alright?’  
 
    ‘What do you reckon?’ she sniffed dryly and then closing her eyes, grinning with a gentle moon-face, added with emphatic wheezes, ‘no I’m sure-as-shit not alright. I’m pretty shit right now. In a few seconds, I’m going to be even more shit.’  
 
    The others reached Dale at her side.  
 
    ‘Juliet,’ Alice spluttered. ‘Oh my god.’  
 
    Her face warped into devastation. She knew this was the end.  
 
    Dale put a hand up to his own mouth, overwhelmed at his friend’s helplessness. At both Alice and Juliet’s helplessness. When he leaned down, right next to Juliet, he saw her face had broken out into black blotches, and whatever pain she was going through right now, it was sure to be extreme.  
 
    ‘It’s okay, Juliet,’ he tried.  
 
    ‘It’s not okay,’ came her reply.  
 
    ‘Don’t say that…’ 
 
    ‘Dale, wake up. I’m about to die.’ Juliet grabbed his hand and clenched it. ‘And I’m okay with that. Really.’  
 
    He shook his head, which was easy to do as he was shaking all over. Her hand was so very warm given all the lives she had been acting as an incubator for; all those babies kept snug down there. He didn’t want to think about it.  
 
    Daisy up by his side looked around, shaking too.  
 
    ‘Where are we?’ she asked. 
 
    That was the first time in minutes Dale had clocked the garden. Now that there were no longer trees threatening them, he hadn’t seen much point in looking about even if it was at beautiful animals and flowers. The flamingos, elephants and harmless, distracted lions tigers were all that remained prowling the area, far away from Dale and the others. What amazed him the most was that the big cats didn’t go after the other animals, rather they pushed their whiskers into the flowers, harmless and sedate. When they had to, the lions and tigers ducked down to eat grass and munch the stuff as if they had been eating it all their lives. An extraordinary sight. Dale drew in his breath and wiped his brow. This truly was what you would call paradise.  
 
    In the garden’s centre was a single large oak tree.  
 
    One that he at first reacted to out of fear. He shuddered and drew back. Julie, though, didn’t move. Neither did Alice.  
 
    This was where John Milton had taken them.  
 
    The oak tree was high atop at a hill, the tallest thing around, and while its branches were full of feathery soft leaves, all luscious and green, there was one bright dazzling thing that caught the eye. Hanging from one its branches was a single red, and it was a passionate fiery, hellfire red, apple.  
 
    Paradise Lost 
 
    ‘The Garden of Eden,’ Alice said. ‘Duh.’ 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 
 
    A nearby tiger roared, and its cry cast shivers, not because it had roared in anger but because it had screamed out in pain. A pack of hungry, snarling trees had cornered the tiger, one having grabbed its tail, and were about to devour the poor creature. 
 
    Its anguished roars fell over the watching bystanders.  
 
    Another approaching tree stuffed the remains of a flamingo into its mouth. The shadow bled over Dale’s shoes; he was that close. But he was in so much pain, he barely registered. 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here,’ Alice said. ‘We need to get to the book window.’  
 
    ‘That’s easier said than done,’ Daisy said. ‘Where is it?’  
 
    Alice pointed at the central oak tree.  
 
    Above the branches and the forbidden fruit, and the many ruffled leaves in its treetop, was a transparent glinting book window.  
 
    ‘I would like,’ Juliet gasped, apparently oblivious to what was going on, ‘to rest one last time beneath a big oak tree.’  
 
    The other three looked at each other. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT 
 
    The tiger whined as a tree bit into its side and tackled the cat down to the ground in a screaming ball of claws, tails, twigs and leaves. 
 
    Dale and Alice grabbed Juliet’s arms and legs and carried over the green towards the central oak as the other, more lively trees began their hungry marches through the garden.  
 
    A volley of footsteps in the other direction startled Dale. 
 
    Daisy had retrieved Jack’s axe from near the train. Now, she became a lone figure rushing towards the approaching ring of man-eating trees.  
 
    Dale flung out a hand, and as he gestured desperately at Daisy, Alice struggled with Juliet on her own. He cried out.  
 
    ‘Daisy, don’t!’  
 
    She turned to yell back at him just as the trees grew ever closer. 
 
    ‘Dale!’ she called out. ‘Take care of her!’  
 
    Then he had to turn away as she ran wielding that axe into the approaching ring of man-eating trees.  
 
    ‘Dale!’ Alice gasped. ‘Help me!’  
 
    He put all his power into lifting Juliet and, despite his ruined arm, hand and leg, all still dripping with blood, they staggered atop the hill and to under the oak tree. He put out a hand, hesitantly, to touch that tree’s bark.  
 
    ‘How do we know this one won’t come alive?’ he asked.  
 
    He lowered his hand a sheepish inch, fingers tracing against the warm lines in its body, and what he felt seemed as lively to him as a beating human heart. His hand leapt back, alarmed. But Alice fixed him a sincere look.  
 
    ‘Trust me,’ she said.  
 
    Above their heads was the dangling fruit of temptation.  
 
    Dale’s eyes trailed up to it aware they shouldn’t be looking. For a brief moment, he luxuriated in its moist red glow. The light from that apple was hot but it made him feel all damp and dirty. As if soaked to the core. Dale looked himself down, indeed seeing blood wetting most of his clothes, though when he was in that apple’s light, he felt a different kind of weakness.  
 
    And, casually, his hand extended up for the apple even if it was far out of reach.  
 
    What distracted him was the fire lighting up inches away from his ruined elbow. 
 
    Alice hurled a blue flame down at the trees and cast an inferno by the hill’s base. The creatures, shielding their eyes, staggered back with giddy legs. That would buy them some time.  
 
    Juliet had been laid down to rest by the tree-trunk, her back against it, and while the black blotches, cracked, bloody patches, and pastry-white-skin that made up her face suggested extreme, near-death anguish. Her eyes fluttered as if she were about to merely sleep.  
 
    ‘I would like,’ she wheezed, ‘just one last time to hear Emily Dickinson.’  
 
    Dale searched over her with frantic eyes attempting not to look at the huge belly and its black blobs.  
 
    ‘Where can I find her? Where is she?’  
 
    A weak pale hand prodded to her breast-plate where, barely, a tiny figure could be seen hanging on. As Dale reached his own gentle, quivering hand — and it happened to be the same hand that was cut and bleeding, he noticed beneath the armour Juliet’s ruffled white wedding dress.  
 
    He blinked and decided not to ask.  
 
    His bloody hand snatched Emily Dickson out and there, in the viscera of his palm, she stood. She looked surprised to be here, to say the least. She adjusted her dress, swayed, and recited once more:  
 
    “The Heart asks Pleasure — first/ And then — excuse from Pain/ And then — those little Anodynes/ That deaden suffering…’  
 
    Juliet’s eyeballs rolled back, her pupils disappearing, and the bloodshot white balls glaring at Dale had his blood running cold.  
 
    Her belly exploded.  
 
    Emily Dickinson in her palm was blown aside by blue goo.  
 
    As was Dale, though as the gust and the goo propelled him upwards and threatened to throw him off the hill and down into the man-eating trees below, surrounding them, he reached out, grabbed a branch and screamed.  
 
    Black blobs crawled out of Juliet, encrusted with viscera, and the whines of fresh Cerberus babies rang out among the oak tree.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 
 
    He hung to the oak tree-branch with his bloody hand, the other one just too far away to grab on. An angled, irregular branch, its corners edged into his cuts. And Dale was in so much pain, that when his mouth opened to moan, instead his lip just warbled rapidly and uncontrollably.  
 
    Above was this tranquil, calm blue sky with not a cloud in sight, and that looked so surreal compared to the grandiose noises crashing about below.  
 
    He didn’t want to look down.  
 
    Just enough was the sense of what was happening down there… 
 
    Although, his eyes did get a few hints. Lights and Shadows.  
 
    Lights rushed about the Garden of Eden. Great fantasias of blue and green swirled about his dangling feet as the Cerberus babies ran loose and the man-eating trees darted about trying to attack Alice and in turn being attacked by the dogs.  
 
    Dale’s ears echoed with barks and inhuman tree yowls.  
 
    ‘ALICE?’ he managed to call.  
 
    He dare not look down.  
 
    For the last thing he wanted was to draw eyes with a tree or a dog and attract attention to himself, but given the roar of blue flames and the frequent tell-tale whines of both dogs and trees, he sensed Alice was doing just fine.  
 
    At least… he hoped.  
 
    His bloody hand jumped and twisted about the branch, about to fall any moment. Holding the branch here, and with this hand, was some of the worst pain Dale had ever experienced. The only silver lining was that he wasn’t holding on with his lacerated, bloody elbow; no that was on the other arm.  
 
    It hurt like hell but to manage the burden on his bloody hand, he went ahead and slung his bloody arm over the branch, just to keep himself hanging. His arms, now hooked about sturdy the branch, ran with goosebumps as he dealt with the fiery, leg-twitching pain.  
 
    ‘ALICE?’ he called again. ‘WHAT’S GOING ON?’  
 
    He went to call again but his frenzied lip got the better of him. It went wild, wobbling.  
 
    The tree screams rose up to their greatest possible volume, becoming this crescendo that nearly deafened him, and he flinched holding onto the branch.  
 
    Once that final damn-near-choral tree scream had finished, he was just left with the flames and the yapping Cerberus pups.  
 
    Those pups which he could not see, but the noise told him were very much there.  
 
    And now that the trees were not there, they had found a new target.  
 
    Dale groaned, slinging his head against the branch.  
 
    Chez moi.  
 
    Before, the puppies had been barking and snapping but now, all focused on one dangling target, they drew together in this low, snivelling growl. Their teeth, it seemed, pressed together, and he could just imagine the drool spilling out as the pups gathered below his feet.  
 
    When he opened his mouth again, all that came out was this waterfall of froth which carried more than a few tree-leaves along with it.  
 
    He didn’t want to look down.  
 
    But, he had to.  
 
    Down his eyes went.  
 
    A colossal pack of black Cerberus pups, slathered in blue goo and leaves sticking to it, had congregated below the tree in anticipation. As blood slicked off his hand, dripping down, the dogs jumped to catch it in their mouths and on the tips of their pink lecherous tongues as if there was any doubt as to whether or not they were carnivorous.  
 
    About the dogs were branches, leaves, barkskin arms and legs, and cracked faces from the man-eating trees they had decimated.  
 
    Blue flames gushed and roared about the area.  
 
    ‘ALICE!’ Dale managed again. ‘ALICE! HELP!’  
 
    But as he dared himself to look down at the dogs again, their blue eyes glinted back at him.  
 
    And he knew which side Alice was on.  
 
    Dale blinked, exasperated, sweat and blood running down his face.  
 
    ‘Dear Lord,’ he whimpered. ‘Don’t let me die… I don’t want to die… I don’t want to die… I don’t want to die…’  
 
    But it wasn’t The Lord who helped him then.  
 
    To his right was another branch which by some means had lowered, perhaps blow in the blast from before, its long length to extend that luscious red gleaming apple.  
 
    Out his hand went.  
 
    He didn’t even think about it.  
 
    Not even the pain stopped him.  
 
    Once his bloody hand grabbed that apple, and the branch he was on splintered, lowering closer to the ravenous dogs.  
 
    Dale had to take his chance, now or ever. The branch dropping had, in fact, hastened his encounter with the apple for it snapped off its own branch and, at last, eureka, was in his hand, twirling, glowing.  
 
    He didn’t know what would happen when he ate this thing, just as he didn’t know what would happen when he ate the mushroom back in Wonderland, and just like then, there was this great big dark voice saying EAT ME.  
 
    A voice he simply could not ignore.  
 
    When that voice directed you to do something, it was like his old boss at the candy shop, oh yes siree, you did it.  
 
    Even if there was this tiny little voice, all girlie and slick with vape smoke, yelling, “No, Dale, don’t do it, you’ll regret it!”.  
 
    He dangled by one arm as the other guided the apple towards his mouth and it was a melancholy droning of splintering wood, the branch finally snapping, that accompanied his first bite of the forbidden fruit. 
 
    As he plummeted down, what he tasted was his own blood. His hand, you see, had leaked onto the apple and deep into the apple before he had taken that fateful bite.  
 
    What else he tasted didn’t occur until he was back on the gras, landing flat on his backside with an almost comical Buster-Keaton splat. This new taste swilling about his mouth was of the acidic green leaves and dew.  
 
    Then, before he had even lifted himself up, came the horrible stench of wet dog rushing up his nostrils; as, indeed, the pups rushed for his throat.  
 
    Black blurs leapt out for his face so fast only half a second later did he see their gnashing teeth. His hands went out in vain to ward the dogs away or, at the very least, try and shield his face.  
 
    WHAM.  
 
    When he swung his arms, he propelled the dogs out into the debris where their black shapes twitched and lay still.  
 
    All over his hands were the unmistakable rough, zig-zag patterns of barkskin.  
 
    Leafy vomit slopped out his mouth. 
 
    This had him drawing a hand over his lip, and then flinching, blood pouring down his chin, for he hadn’t noticed how sharp and cruel his fingers had become again.  
 
    Dale blinked and looked out the garden over the mass of broken twigs and branches, all flickering with blue flames. It seemed an entire forest had fallen down into bits and pieces: ruined black twig hands, withered trunk arms, legs snd knees, and chiselled burnt-out faces of former man-eating trees. Though the presence of soft blushing flower bushes and exotic deer, pandas, elephants and rhinos looming in the near distance told him the Garden of Eden as a whole was alright.  
 
    Dale’s stomach heaved with volume.  
 
    Something wasn’t alright.  
 
    He put a hand down to his belly to sense the thorny leaves and twigs spinning about inside, rattling against his ribcage.  
 
    He wasn’t alright.  
 
    His forehead throbbed with one of its veins prominent near his eye.  
 
    A vein that looked an awful lot like a thin, spindly garden root. A vein buried less than an inch beneath his flesh.  
 
    As he staggered forward about the smoke and debris, around the central oak tree came another volley of horrid puppy howls.  
 
    Bursting out from under the twigs and branches were more snarling, frothing Cerberus puppies. No wonder Juliet had been in so much pain; she must’ve had more than one pack inside. Dozens of  blue eyes glowered at Dale. At this point he was wondering what effect, if any, the apple had bestowed. And then he sensed the numerous leaves inside his guts, rings and rows of the prickly spring things sharp and pointed like shark teeth.  
 
    Surrounding him were the Cerberus puppies. Maybe they sensed what he had inside, too. For the dogs had been about to pounce and then suddenly, each had its own little jerk backwards. Their teeth bared. They knew.  
 
    He took a step back as they began howling.  
 
    And then he stumbled forwards and did some howling of his own. Out his mouth came such a torrent of twigs and leaves the dogs retreated out of sight. The bile hit the grass, and the debris, with such power that steam poured off the ground and soon Garden of Eden was swamped in fog.  
 
    As Dale, bleary-eyed, spluttering, tried to make sense of things, something more nonsensical happened.  
 
    Except that it had happened before.  
 
    And now it was happening again. That rollercoaster-ride-of-growth again. When he threw up, he got so giddy and his head got airy. But it wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. Dale’s arms lengthened. His legs shot out. Up he went tall as the oak tree, even more tall, into the blue sky.  
 
    He became ten foot tall again.  
 
    His hand extended as thin, gaunt spidery twigs. All over his hair were these greasy, slimy leaves. His fangs bared.  
 
    Soon, extra branches spurted out from his shoulders and his ribs, all the way down his body, which wasn’t resembling a body anymore so much as it was resembling a towering tall tree oak tree.  
 
    An oak tree with tawny yellow eyes and an open mouth containing  hundreds of sharp dripping teeth. 
 
    The dogs scattered. 
 
    All those little juicy pups ran out into the bushes, their tails wagging.  
 
    Forget the dogs.  
 
     His eager sniffing pig nostrils perked forwards and caught a human’s stench out amidst the bushes. He was hungry. Hungry. Oh god, he was hungry.  
 
    His clawed tree feet clambered over broken and burnt leaves, twigs, trunks and branches, to explore the Garden of Eden. His eyes blinked, wet, shedding stinking dew tears. So many torn away, ripped, burnt, broken brothers and sisters. Where Dale felt hunger for human flesh, he felt sorrow for those like him who had been lost to Alice’s flames and Cerberus puppies. 
 
    The real tragedy came amidst a great pile of dead, burnt trunks clustered about like a dried-out bonfire, smouldering. They must’ve gathered there for a big feast for what was coming out from deep within the pile was what had first grabbed his nose. Swiping branches aside, salivating, Dale soon got more than he bargained for when the human beneath was revealed. For there buried among the trees, jaws and hands attached to her the moment their owners had been burnt alive, was everything that remained of his dear beloved Daisy.  
 
    Dale startled back, dew-scented tears dripping from his eyes. All around, hidden puppy yowls rang out loud. That made him nervous, even more than he was upset, and he was very, very upset. He shook so much, leaves unspooled to float down and around Daisy’s remains in serpentine patterns. Huge dew tears leaked down his face, along his arm, seeping onto the dry bonfire.  
 
    A saliva drop flung out his mouth.  
 
    No.  
 
    He wouldn’t.  
 
    Would he?  
 
    He was very hungry.  
 
    So very hungry. 
 
    A sharp twig hand outstretched with its spider fingers, and though Dale told himself he wouldn’t, he was about to.  
 
    A blue flame illuminated in the garden’s far corner. 
 
    Howls rang out in the Garden of Eden.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE 
 
    If it weren’t for the light, he wouldn’t have seen the girl. The girl who had conjured that light and held it in the palm of her hand. Cerberus pups ran to where that girl stood, the same girl Dale and Daisy had followed from their carnival into The Unimagined. The puppies ran over, encircling, and it might’ve been he looked over at the wrong time or it might’ve been his mind, jaded and warped as it was now, playing tricks. But, As Alice stood over by the bushes, using a flame to see through the fog, those horrible little three-headed puppies ran over and streamed right past. As if her blue flame was lighting the way for them! 
 
    She then disappeared into the bushes same as the dogs.  
 
    Dale tore apart the tree trunks, snapping them in pieces as if they were mere pencils. He barrelled over to the less barren, more colourful parts of the garden where much of the fauna remained. He tore into the pretty red and pink flowers bushes as if they were pages from a book. At first, when he dug into a bush, he let the birds cooped up inside fly out and past his face. A few feathers here, a few scratches there; it didn’t matter. Then, a parrot flew by mistake into his mouth. And, by mistake, he bit down. He chewed. Swallowed. God, that was good. So with the next bush, where a family of turtledoves had been sheltering, his hand dug in, wrestled the poor flapping creatures out, and he shoved them into his mouth as if they were skittles. Inside there, between his teeth, came stray helpless coos as the birds realized they were in a place dark and hot, pink gums situated above, below, and around; and then his teeth came bearing down. 
 
    He tore apart the bushes with their leaves and flowers until there were so many brightly-coloured petals paving the grass it was like the aftermath of his small-town parade.  
 
    When he broke through the final bush line in search of Alice, he found hordes of scared animals about that last ring of bushes before the desert wilderness beyond. Tigers. Elephants. Rhinos. Horses. Lions. Flamingos. Even a crocodile or two lazing in the river, content to sneak its face into the lilies there to feed.  
 
    Dale’s appetite was much larger and much, much more destructive.  
 
    He started small.  
 
    His withered spidery tree hand picked up a flamingo, its sharp finger points first penetrating then impaling, killing the bird in the process. A spray of blood entered his mouth, along with a handful of pink feathers. He exhaled. A mere appetiser.  
 
    The animals sensed his ambitions and broke into lurid carnival shrieks; and as he fed, it was very much like the noises he heard that night. The lion roars before he broke their necks were just like the trees who had reared up before the moon. The elephants that thundered their feet to get away, and even when all the elephants ran together, it still wasn’t as loud as all those people running for the fence away from the man-eating trees. As he dug into the entire horde of animals, a rhino here, a tiger there, bears, kangaroos, even a unicorn, the noise resembled the inhuman, incomprehensible cries that he had heard coming back from that carnival as the townsfolk died in horrible ways and the trees feasted upon them.  
 
    Trees very much like the one he was now, holding a bird under the blue sky in his hand the same way Hamlet held Yorick’s skull. “Alas, poor flamingo, you taste like chicken,” was what he would’ve said if could, only what came out were pointless, monosyllabic grunts.  
 
    Really, what he should’ve been saying was “Alas, poor Tom” or “Alas, poor Quincy”, for it had been them, and many others, who had been taken from him in his long journey to the Garden of Eden.  
 
    If his paradise had been destroyed, ruined by man-eating trees and by that Alice Collins girl, then he didn’t see any reason, no sir, why he shouldn’t destroy God’s paradise.  
 
    Yes, yes. The ultimate temper-tantrum of a fictional character. If he was a creation, then it made so much sense to destroy the original Creator’s work. His finest work.  
 
    And Dale, salivating, did so with relish.  
 
    When he dipped into the lake and retrieved the crocodiles, their scales shiny and moist like seafood shells, their reptile grunts resembled the noises Dale and his friends had heard as they fled through the woods, before they found the book-window. Those noises, and the memory of the glittering book-window, reminded him of how scared he had once been, even if he quickly dispatched both crocodiles with bites to the neck .  
 
    Deep beneath God’s perfect blue sky he feasted.  
 
    Feasted on the original creation.  
 
    Even if those crocodile grunts, and the fear of trees he remembered, made his barkskin swelter and grow damp with dew again, scared to his very core.  
 
    When three gigantic howls rang out, blaring over what was left of the Garden of Eden; if it was even more possible, Dale became even more scared.  
 
    Aye, it was possible.  
 
    Seeing as twigs and leaves fell of his tree-top, littering over the ground, as he stumbled about, delirious. It was as if he was panicking, losing hair. Not without reason.  
 
    Those howls kept ringing out, and they did so in succession, ONE, TWO, THREE, much deeper and louder than the tiny ones the little pups had made minutes ago.  
 
    He barrelled through what was left of the Garden of Eden to arrive back at the central oak tree.  
 
    Above that oak tree was the glittering transparent book window.  
 
    Emerging from that window was Alice riding a gigantic three-headed dog. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO  
 
    Dale barrelled towards Cerberus. He was a gigantic unwieldy tree so this was harder than it looked and, though he moved with big swings of the arms, and longs strides of the legs, this meant he kept kicking into debris and his arms, slashing everywhere at once with their fingers, took some time before he landed a blow on Cerberus. The dog by then had slivered down out of the window and onto the grass and its heads shot straight for Dale.  
 
    This did battle beneath the blue sky in the Garden of Eden.  
 
    Alice, naturally, clung to the middle head, and as Dale ducked and weaved trying to avoid each individual head pecking at his face, the girl’s face whitened as she fought to clung on. She was hurried from left to ride with manic intensity. Alice, Dale guessed, was getting used to new things just as he was, except that she had a few advantages.  
 
    Alice could conjure a blue ball of fire the size of a basketball with her bare hands and where Cerberus’s heads missed Dale, Alice was able to throw a blue ball and strike his forehead anyway. Soon, Dale’s face was afire with blue flame like some agonizingly bizarre and painful beard., the stuff about his cheeks and dribbling down his chin. Already, barkskin crumbled and turned to ash swept away by the wind.  
 
    He broke away from Cerberus.  
 
    Though not before landing a blow of his own, and it was a big backhanded smack that sent Cerberus’s head to the far left crashing into the middle head then the right head. Alice on the middle head could hardly deal with the sudden change in velocity. She was thrown about that central head as if on the back of a crashing motorcycle.  
 
    And it was only a matter of time before the inevitable happened: she was thrown off the head, high into the air, and then flung over the Garden of Eden grasslands where she banged and twisted against the ground like some pathetic toy doll.  
 
    Dale grabbed Cerberus’s central head by the scruff of the neck and then using all his strength tossed the entire dog over his shoulder.  
 
    Cerberus landed in a mangled, smoky heap amidst the piles of smouldering, ruined trunks and twigs.  
 
    Every one of the dog’s eyes flickered.  
 
    Dale wasn’t taking any chances.  
 
    He ran straight for Cerberus with his pointed fingers flexing.  
 
    But he should have looked the other way.  
 
    For this colossal fireball the size of a wrecking ball came crashing into his backside. 
 
    Alice was back up and it had been her who cast the flame with the smoke trail from its smoky hole to her hand the telltale trail. Its impact cast a dark carpet of ashes over the grass. The stink about his feet was of burning tree. Even more so than before, now that he, the largest tree around, was the burning tree with he, himself. And he was still burning. He flapped his arms about, parts of them tinged blue and still burning and every second they kept burning, it was agony.  
 
    There was Alice frantically rolling together a new flame in her hands but while Dale had been looking over there, he should have been looking back at the dog. 
 
    Even then it was too late., 
 
    When he flipped around and gallivanted over to the big three-headed dog, Cerberus had been ready for him. The dog bounded up. Quick as a flash. Its teeth literally flashed.  
 
    Out its mouth came what Dale had been dreading.  
 
    Blue flames.  
 
    Each dog head breathed exhilarating blue fire straight into his face; the three streams combining to form one jet blast of heat.  
 
    Dale propelled backwards under the central oak tree and looking around, there was no forbidden fruit to save him this time.  
 
    There was, however, a book window.  
 
    As Alice rushed for Cerberus, and the dog for its master, Dale sensed they were distracted and so he leapt with a quick hopscotch one-two up the tree and through the window.  
 
    Just as he passed beyond that transparent veil, Dale vaguely recalled that only Alice could go through the windows. And then it occurred to him. No, idiot, not only Alice. Only the blue flames. 
 
    No problem. Dale had no shortage of blue flames.  
 
    He was covered in the stuff, all over his barkskin and in his hair, and as he dived through that window, behind him came a trail of burning blue leaves.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE 
 
    Three-headed dog howls erupted over The Unimagined as Dale hurtled across the black sand shoving book windows out the way. Now that he was so strong, and gigantic, his huge twig hands could literally sling a book blocking his route far in the other direction. His hands only did some of the work, for to escape as quickly as possible his elbows, his feet, and even his head, butting aside any windows that blocked his path.  
 
    Inside the books, the worlds reacted as he kicked, punched, and shoved them in his path of destruction.  
 
    A fog-strewn Hyde Park, Big Ben nearby, Westminster Abbey, had an excruciating crunch as if the old traditional architecture itself were breaking down.  
 
    A book showing Brooklyn Bridge, too, screeched and wheezed when Dale elbowed it out of the way.  
 
    The Paris Opera house, with loud French blaring from the windows, and a prominent chandelier visible, had this thunderous ghostly scream, courtesy of a foot-kick from Dale, and down came the chandelier with gasps of French (“Sacre Bleu!”, “Mes Enfants!”) as the opera house book spun out of view.  
 
    Various books swam in his direction.  
 
    It was as if they sought to block his escape from Cerberus.  
 
    The dark desert of The Unimagined wasn’t so  dark anymore as blue fireworks streaked over the sky. Warning shots from Alice. She didn’t even need to scream, no; the dog did that for her. Each new howl shook leaves and twigs off Dale; that, along with the burning leaves and trail of ruined books, made him easy to find. Alice and Cerberus were getting closer, with the howls louder in volume, deafening.  
 
    A glance back, and he saw this great pack of books clear. Those book windows had all been animal worlds, with a derelict Japanese house full of cats; a black horse running over the moors; even another, normal dog out among an icy mountain landscape. Those animals screeched and sought to flee within their books before Cerberus bounded through, his three heads scattering each book in different directions.  
 
    Out trotted Cerberus with Alice atop grand as the Queen of Sheba. There were limited spaces, though, for her dog to trot, as crashing aside all these books had started a chain reaction that had caused various different book windows to cluster together as if in herds and had made The Unimagined’s dark dune desert even more crowded.  
 
    Dale took shelter by this one herd of book windows, even a huge body like his was just about hidden, and he panted in and out. The book nearest to him was of a blond girl in her bedroom scribbling in her diary next to a box of chocolates. She pulled a disgusted face seeing Dale. He knocked the book off-balance ever so slightly with his knuckle, and had her falling off the bed.  
 
    The carnage caused by each book crashing out over this crowded part of The Unimagined allowed Dale some extra time. But not that much extra time.  
 
    He was just hungry.  
 
    So hungry. 
 
    His hand dived into another nearby book in which a toad drove a motorcar down this lavish country round, hilltops in the background, grand English manor visible. When he pulled the motorcar out the window, however, the engine blared, its horn beeped, and the toad still inside the vehicle let loose with the most exasperated protests. This toad dressed in a chequered jacket, deerstalker cap, driving goggles, and who had the most caddish accent.  
 
    ‘What in the blazes do you think you’re doing? Unhand me sir!’  
 
    Dale first bit into the car, crushing its engine, and telltale black smoke blared out like a distress signal.  
 
    Cerberus’s salivating showered over the desert dune landscape like this extravagant pouring rain.  
 
    All Dale did was look up once, distracted, wondering if he should really be doing this.  
 
    He didn’t wonder long. 
 
    ‘Unhand me sir! Unhand me!’  
 
    He then swallowed the toad.  
 
    This nearby book showed a group of sisters, all winter hats and capes, an ice lake in the vicinity. The sisters screamed as kicking toad feet disappeared down Dale’s mouth.  
 
    ‘Zounds! Zounds!’  
 
    Down went the toad. A handful of “I say!”, “I say!” exclamations and then, wham, Dale’s dappy, dewy stomach acid melted the poor cad. Toad didn’t taste like chicken. Its English country hall manners, complete with wet marshes, slime, and other grot from the lake, were at least better than the black mechanical car parts otherwise stewing in his digestive tract.  
 
    Dale yanked the toad’s book window back, looking for seconds, even thirds, dessert from any other creatures living in that world. He was so hungry.  
 
    Out of the manor hall came these weasels with truncheons. They swarmed over the hill right to the book window’s foreground. Not what he had expected but they would do.  
 
    Wait.  
 
    His leaves tingled.  
 
    Dew swept down the back of his trunk the way sweat would a human.  
 
    The atmosphere around this area of The Unimagined grew dingy, low and blue.  
 
    That meant he had to get on the move.  
 
    A blue streak soaring like a comet over the black sky confused him at first and then he figured it out. Alice had been casting flames to light up The Unimagined. And light up she was doing. Her flames, rather oddly, succeeded in lighting everything up except for her and her dog. 
 
    Dale discovered them when he lurched out of hiding. He had been planning on jetting over to take cover behind another group of book windows but, about three seconds into his dash, he noticed something in his periphery.  
 
    Behind his shoulder — previously concealed by the gloomy black sand dunes in the corner —three pairs of gigantic jaws stirred into life, lifting up.  
 
    Cerberus reared out of the dark with those three salivating heads, Alice clinging to the middle one with her hand conjuring a new flame.  
 
    It all happened in seconds.  
 
    WHOOSH. His eyes misted up as he burnt. Hit by a bolt from the blue. Or should that be, a blue bolt? Dale’s gigantic tree trunk shuddered with cracks and splinters appearing all over his bark, each cutting line pregnant with blue fire. His treetop, too, had blue flames rifling through burning every leaf to a crisp.  
 
    Alice wasn’t done, with Cerberus’s jaws leaking blue-hued smoke as he trod forwards over The Unimagined’s desert.  
 
    Dale hobbled over the sand and swung his large branch arms out for balance as he sought water, ice, anything that would put out the fire. There might have been one or two book windows with swishing lakes, oceans, even, but delirious, blue flames pouring over his forehead, Dale didn’t see those and only focussed on what was right ahead.  
 
    That book window had caught his eye.  
 
    So much that it was hard to look anywhere else.  
 
    The book window’s aura, too, was so strong that its atmosphere hovered in the small area outside, a winter breeze and snowflakes flying. He had to take a mere few steps towards the window for frost to cake his nose and, incredibly, a few burning gulfs over his trunk to heal up, smouldering. Just as he had suspected, the ice put out the fire.  
 
    Dale lurched now for the small-town through the book window. A small town just like his and Daisy’s had been, even if the suburbs looked a dozen decades older and the yelling kids he heard through that window sounded British. The kids yelled as they fought, and played, but most fought, out in their snow-bound small-town. Hitting each other with snowballs. Throwing snow at each other’s hats and scarves. Sometimes just picking up bricks of the stuff and hitting each other with it. Dale’s reflection came back at him as he approached and, by golly, whatever flames had left his face, there was now a glow in his eyes. His eyes, seeing this small-town that could have been his and Daisy’s, just about looked human again. His face clustered over with snowflakes and frost, soothing what had once been burns; and as Dale clambered through the window, glimpsing his reflection one last time, he swore he saw himself smile.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR  
 
    The cold wind, and its snowflakes, slugged his face like a punch from a bar-room brawl. Dale got all giddy and unsteady just as his giant tree stumbled through to tower over this small snow-bound British town.  
 
    He stumbled for the football, or-was-it-rugby, school pitch from where he’d heard the yelling. His huge clawed feet moved with drunken candour and soon, smoke rising up, his feet on fire again, Dale tripped.  
 
    He fell forward, into the deserted snowy field with bushes lining the perimeter, and gasped for life. Thick grassy snow mashed into his face. His eyes, which had misted over with blue heat moments before, now had ice water streaming down. But his feet kicked about broken and mangled and as Dale struggled to haul himself up, he sensed the destruction that had been left in his wake.  
 
    Smoke and flames flickered behind his shoulder, repugnant debris clustered in grey heaps.  
 
    He towered over the rugby field. White goal posts either side confirmed it was a rugby field. Dale panted voluminous black breath. Brits.  
 
    Any flames that had tortured him before had now been put out, and while his trunk and treetop no longer came covered in ribbons of blue, smoke seeped from his bark like harsh misty blood.  
 
    What he could see of the field he was in, and the ruined town beyond, was that there was nobody around. Funny. Out in The Unimagined, Dale thought he heard voices.  
 
    A snowball smacked into his eye.  
 
    ‘Take that, ya twit!’  
 
    Dale blinked, pushed the ice out, and then twisted around; the way he moved, coiling around, was very much like a huge arachnid, but the snowball thrower didn’t seem to be bothered.  
 
    A boy wrapped up in hat and scarf.  
 
    This girl ran out with a scarf and winter coat to chastise the boy.  
 
    ‘Asif, you moron! That’s a monster! You don’t throw snowballs at the monster!’ 
 
    Another barrage of snowballs hit Dale’s back. He twisted again, flexing his gaunt twig limbs, and this time beheld more kids throwing snow then taking cover behind the bushes.  
 
    ‘Junjie! Bo! Ru! Stop!’ the girl cried at the boys. ‘All of you, stop! That’s a monster!’  
 
    ‘Mia, lighten up,’ Asif told her.  
 
    Another boy out in front of Dale took his picture with a small handheld camera.  
 
    ‘Jamie, stop taking polaroids of the monster.’  
 
    It might have been the flash that he received from the camera but he felt jaded, delirious. Dale blinked, confused. His huge tree jaws slacked open, saliva rushing out.  
 
    TOO MANY.  
 
    TOO MANY. 
 
    THERE WERE TOO MANY KIDS.  
 
    Another volley of snowballs hit his head and he shook, sending off black leaves and chunks of ice.  
 
    ‘Kill the monster!’ one girl screamed. ‘Make the monster die!’  
 
    That girl had been glimpsed in his periphery but, affronted, Dale wasn’t going to take that. 
 
    So he spun around, reared up, bared fangs.  
 
    The girl shrank back, all timid and frightened.  
 
    Dale lurched for her with his huge twig hands and as they shot for the little frightened girl, small as the poets he had devoured back in Dante’s Inferno, he hadn’t made up his mind if he was going to eat her or not.  
 
    That was when a boy rushed forward in front of the girl.  
 
    ‘NO, NOT AMY! DON’T EAT HER! EAT ME!’  
 
    Dale lowered himself down to the boy, who had tousled blond hair strewn with ice and snowflakes, and whose coat looked a good three sizes too big. This gaunt, weathered boy wouldn’t even be an appetiser if Dale swallowed him alive. Though, still, Dale was wondering if he even had it in him to eat the kid.  
 
    As he, this gigantic monstrous tree, moved so close to the boy, the kid didn’t back off and neither did the girl behind. Only the boy, however, moved forward to stare into Dale’s eyes. Not just because it was a brave, or stupid, thing to do but because the boy looked as if he recognised something.  
 
    The boy’s tiny trembling hand came out and lingered close to Dale’s face. Its fingers might have touched him; the hand was so small and his barkskin features were so rough and worn, he would not have known.  
 
    ‘What are you?’ the boy asked in a voice that was certainly not brave, stuttering and high-pitched. He gulped then took another shot at the question. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    His small eyes flashed up to meet Dale’s gigantic ones, his monolithic black pupils nearly as large as the boy himself. The boy, though, recognised something.  
 
    The boy’s hand shivered near Dale’s face as if he were a harsh and frightening book, one he did not want to open. 
 
    And he never would.  
 
    The snow hissed behind Dale.  
 
    Cerberus’s salivating jaws showered saliva again and when it hit the snow, it was like bubbling acid. A blue glow just to the side of Dale’s head, prominent as the sunlight, and he just about knew what was going to happen. Another blue fireball the size of a wrecking ball connected with him, and this time it struck his head. The collision’s impact was instantaneous. That fireball crashed into his head the way a shovel would crash into a person’s head and leave them stupid-dizzy, delirious, with whatever was inside that head of theirs turning into mush. And so it went: Dale felt whatever was inside his head turning into mush, quite literally melting by way of the fire. His eyes shuddered with manic intensity; his entire trunk shuddered, with her arms and legs out useless, and leaves and twigs falling with earthquake calamity. Whatever Alice had been trying to do, by Jove she had done it, and now Dale like some old, menacing statue, like Ozymandias, came crashing down.  
 
    He plummeted face-down into the snow, with screams all around from the kids. What Dale knew, though, soon as he hit that snow, was that any kids who had been in the way had very much gotten out of the way and now he was the only casualty lying in that snow, arms and legs spread, a fallen giant.  
 
     But that was the not the end of the ordeal. Although, Dale sensed that for him it very much was The End, he would still have to contend with just exactly what The End meant.  
 
    Alice cast a few more fireballs straight at his face.  
 
    That was The End.  
 
    The End for him was a carpet of blue fire, rich and exotic as Arabian Nights, yet twice as powerful as the Sun, covering his ginormous, monstrous tree body and burning him slowly alive.  
 
    Yet, somehow, though, covered in blue fire like a transparent veil, Dale still had things to see.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE  
 
    Alice, his killer, dismounted Cerberus before the gathered kids who, really, were the same age as her. They stood, mouths gawping, and dropped whatever snow had been in their hands — mostly.  
 
    A stray snowball hit her face, just as her fire had hit Dale, and she wiped it off with a wag of the finger.  
 
    ‘You’re such a prick, Jack.’  
 
    Dale watched all of this with blue flames spreading over his face, baking his eyes as if they were cookies, his tongue becoming all shrivelled and gaunt.  
 
    The others rushed around Alice looking for guidance.  
 
    ‘Our hometown’s gone to shit,’ Jack said. ‘Thanks Alice.’  
 
    ‘Our homes! Our families!’ complained the Amy girl.  
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ the girl who had been called Mia asked. ‘Where do we go?’  
 
    The flames covered Dale and the ground he laid on to such a degree the earth opened up and he started to crumble down along with the snow and the blue fire.  
 
    He clung on for dear life, though the fire melted his sharp pointed fingers down to stubs. The fire tugged at his ankles. Through the blue curtain of fire over his face, he glimpsed Alice rolling her eyes then looking back at Cerberus.  
 
    ‘I know just what to do. Everyone hop on. Come on. Get on the big dog. Go on. FAH-OLLOW ME!’  
 
    And so it ended as it started. Another group of adolescents, these ones with winter hats and scarves, clambering after the Alice Collins girl Dale and his friends had followed long ago This time they rode on the back of a three-headed dog back into the book window. As they rode away, Dale swore he heard Alice’s poet, Allen Ginsberg, inside her jacket, reciting away in his imitable babble.  
 
    “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness starving hysterical…!” 
 
    THE END 
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