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Esme's hard brown hands lifted fractionally from her sides.

Her amber eyes glittered as she faced her enemy.

'No tricks,' she said.

'No more lies. You and me are going to fight this out

to the finish. Right now.'

Jack doesn't know what he's got himself into. One minute he and his best friend Charlie were in Chinatown having crispy duck with Charlie's dad, then suddenly they were in a mysterious room above a theatre, with some of the strangest characters they'd ever encountered. And they were about to take the test . . .

The test transformed Charlie – leaving him with the distinctive markings of the Black Tattoo. The boys' meeting with Esme – a young girl with the most impressive martial arts skills this side of Bruce Lee – her huge and hairy father Raymond, and the mysterious Nick, seemed to have swept Charlie and Jack into a world they had no idea existed. And it was only going to get weirder . . .
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To Laura

'My heart is in my hand.

. . .Yuck:





'Do I dare

Disturb the universe?'

T. S. Eliot, from 'The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock'






Fresh Blood

London. The West End. A little after four in the morning. At the base of the skyscraper known as Centre Point Tower, in the darkness at the end of a dank concrete walkway, something stirred. The shadows there began to ripple and coalesce. The dark became a manlike shape of pure liquid black. Then the demon emerged, taking its first leisurely step towards the woman who stood there watching it.

'Jessica,' it said.

Hearing that voice again, and the way the sound of it seemed to take shape inside her head like black flowers blossoming behind her eyelids, Jessica found that it was all she could do to stop her legs from trembling. She'd been so close! Another few minutes and she'd've made it! She gritted her teeth and told herself to concentrate. The demon took another step. It was clear of the shadows now, and the rainy orange streetlight glinted off its inky wet skin. Its face was a blank, but she could feel it looking at her.

'You should not have come back,' it said.

Slowly Jessica put down the plastic bag full of fourteen years' worth of carefully hoarded tobacco shreds and cigarette ends that she'd been collecting and saving for this moment. She unbuttoned her filthy overcoat.

'Really,' she replied. 'And what makes you say that?'

'You must have realized that I can't let you warn them,' the demon told her. 'You must have known that if I found you you'd be killed, and what knowledge you possess would die with you – but you still came. Why?'

'Confident,' said Jessica, 'aren't you?'

Her amber eyes glittered. Her hard brown hands lifted fractionally from her sides.

The demon looked at her.

'Very well,' it said. 'Since you insist. . .'

It took one more step –

– blurred into motion –

– and attacked.

Jessica wasn't as young as she used to be. She'd been expecting the demon's charge, but her reactions had slowed over the years since they'd last fought. When she leapt, with superhuman speed, two metres straight up in the air, flinging herself in a twisting forward roll so tight it left her dizzy, she was, therefore, slightly too late. Her knackered old trainers clipped the demon's back as it flashed past beneath her. She was slightly off balance as her soles smacked back onto the concrete – and the first knife she threw as she landed went wide, spanging off the walkway's railing and spinning off into the night.

Smoothly her right hand whipped back and out again, but the demon had already recovered itself; it swatted her second knife out of the air with something very like contempt. Jessica held her breath as she reached for her third: the blade crossed the space in a flash of silver and struck the demon in the face, right between where its eyes would have been if it had been a person.

But it was not a person. Grimly she watched her knife vanish into the glossy darkness, leaving barely a ripple. The demon didn't even break stride. With the best speed she could muster, Jessica dived to one side. She just had time to notice that the demon had anticipated her . . .

. . . when she felt a blow that took her breath away.

The concrete wall at the end of the walkway was a clear six metres behind her; the blow flung her the distance in less than a second, and she smacked into the wall back first. Helpless with pain, she slid to the floor, waiting for the follow-up that would finish her.

But it didn't come.

When she looked up, the demon was watching her.

'Feeling your age, Jessica?' it enquired.

Jessica didn't answer. Her bones were aching, and she could taste blood in her mouth, warm and coppery. She gritted her teeth and got to her feet, keeping one hand behind her back. Magic, she was thinking. All right: she was going to have to use magic.

'I sympathize,' said the demon. 'Truly, I do. As you see' – it gestured at itself with one ink-black hand – 'I've taken what strength I can from my current host. But he, like you, is old now, and weak. He will not sustain me for much longer.'

Jessica said nothing. She was concentrating. Behind her, slowly, agonizingly, the air above her palm wobbled, bulged – then a light appeared. It was a tiny spark at first. The spark glistened and twinkled as she coaxed it into life, gradually becoming a little brighter, a little stronger with each passing moment. It was herself that Jessica was pouring into it – all her determination, her power and her hatred, condensed into a single, glittering point. The spark grew to a sphere, a whirling globe of orange-flecked and sizzling silvery blue, as the demon continued to speak.

'What I need,' it said, 'is a new vessel to work from – fresh blood,' it added, 'as it were. Someone vigorous yet . . . pliable. Someone spirited yet suggestible. In short, someone young. Why did you come back?' it asked again suddenly. 'Was it the girl?'

Still Jessica did not reply.

'Well,' said the demon, 'it doesn't matter.' It waved wearily at the hand Jessica still held behind her back.

'All right,' it said. 'Go on, then. Surprise me.'

Jessica bowed her head. She brought out her hand and what was inside it –

– and she smiled.

Already, a thin shell of softer blue was forming around the small globe of light that still danced and whirled over her hand. Another second and the shell seemed to harden, then crush inwards, turning the light of the globe to an angry red, then white.

Then, suddenly, the demon was screaming.

Its head tipped back, the glistening liquid black of its jaws gaping so far they seemed to roll and fold back on themselves. Its body was flailing now, around where the light was hitting it, reaching and flailing as if being blown about in a wind tunnel, and all the time the scream went on and on.

The sound was one Jessica knew well. She had heard it in her dreams every night for fourteen years: a sound like paper tearing in your head; an intaken, wailing, braying sound that shot up in pitch like a rocket – a sound like nothing on Earth.

Her amber eyes flashed as she stared the demon down. Holding the light out in front of her, Jessica walked towards it. It was reaching for her: long, liquid-black fingers were grasping at the light, testing her will, checking her strength, but Jessica fought with all her heart, forcing the demon back, step by step. Without taking her eyes off it, she reached out and picked up her bag.

From her years on the streets, Jessica had learnt to make the best use she could of whatever materials came to hand. Manifesting her power externally for any length of time was exhausting, but certain substances (Jessica had discovered) could be induced to hold magic, storing it up and releasing it slowly like a battery does an electric charge.

Tobacco, for example.

She began to pour the bag's contents out onto the ground at her feet, a little at a time, as evenly as she could with just one hand. Slowly, steadily, she let the precious stuff fall, shaking it out, forming a line on the concrete between herself and her enemy. Holding the blazing light above her head, she forced herself to turn her back on the demon as she continued to pour. The bag emptied; her collection of shreds and dog ends flared briefly, then blackened as she completed the protective circle. She sat down and crossed her legs.

Suddenly the demon seemed to realize what she was doing. It sprang towards her in a spreading flood of darkness – swallowing the walls, the rain, the world outside and everything. Jessica took a deep breath. Forcing herself to blank out everything except the light of her will, forcing herself not to think of what would happen if that light went out . . .
 
. . . she closed her eyes.


The sound of the door buzzer, long and ugly, ripped Esme out of her sleep. The dream she'd been having was one she had often: a long, slow, freezing kind of dream, full of darkness and falling and cold that squeezed stony fingers round her heart. It was a frightening dream, but in a moment Esme had dismissed it as usual. She opened her eyes.

Her thick black curly hair had swung forwards around her face, which meant she was on the ceiling again, where she always seemed to wake up. Parting her hair with her fingers, she floated soundlessly to the cushioned floor of her bedroom and walked the two steps to the intercom by the door. Just as she reached it, it crackled: her father had reached his first.

'Yeah?' he said, his deep voice managing to convey in that one syllable just how unhappy he would be if the person at the door turned out to have woken him up for no reason.

'Raymond?' said the voice from outside.

There was a pause.

'Nick?' said Raymond hoarsely – and suddenly Esme's blood turned to ice.

She pressed the button. 'I'll be down in a moment,' she said.


Nick was small and thin and dressed in black from head to foot: he wore a black suit, black shoes, a black shirt open at the neck, and black silk gloves on his hands. His beard and moustache were as dark and neat as the rest of him, but there were deep lines of worry at the edges of his glittering blue eyes. He looked older than Esme had been expecting, old and very tired.

'Esme,' he said. 'Good to see you.'

'You too,' Esme lied. She and Raymond had been preparing for Nick's return almost the whole of her life. She was nervous.

'Can I get you anything, Nick?' boomed the grinning giant standing by the table. 'Cuppa? Something stronger maybe?'

Raymond, in contrast to Nick, was massive. His nose was squashed flat, his ears were out of shape and he had no discernible neck of any kind, just an immense black beard with wispy white streaks in it, behind which his great bald clump of a head seemed to join straight onto his shoulders. In the army-issue singlet he was wearing, his hairy arms looked huge. His meaty red hands with their swollen knuckles were resting easily on the back of a chair. But Esme knew from the way his fingers were clenched that Raymond was almost as nervous as she was.

'This isn't a social visit,' said Nick.

Esme watched him. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Before he spoke, his face seemed to sag inwardly.

'I'm afraid,' he said softly, 'that the Scourge has escaped again.' He looked up. 'We're in trouble.'

The grin fell off Raymond's face: a second later he looked like he'd never smiled in his life. 'How?' he said.

'I don't know,' said Nick. 'I can only assume one of the others must have released it. But one thing's for sure: the Brotherhood's in no shape to handle this as we are. We're . . . going to need some new recruits.'

Surprised, Esme and Raymond exchanged a look.

'Have we time?' asked Raymond. He had never been very good at hiding his emotions, and the scepticism on his face was clear to see.

'No,' Nick snapped, 'I dare say we don't. But we'd be useless against the Scourge right now, and you know it.'

Raymond blinked.

'We . . . do have young Esme here,' he said carefully. He took a step closer to the other man and tried for a smile. 'I'll tell you what: I've never trained anyone like her. You should see the way she—'

'Yes,' said Nick, 'but in case you haven't noticed, there's only one of her, and that's not going to be enough!'

His words echoed around the room. Raymond and Esme looked at each other uncertainly.

'I'm sorry,' said Nick, 'but we simply must have new recruits – fresh blood,' he added, 'as it were.' He looked at Esme. 'Will you help me?'

'Sure,' said Esme. 'No problem.'





Charlie and Jack

The West End stank in the heat of summer: the smell came up at Jack in waves from the warm, gum-pocked pavement. A police sign on the corner warned in five different languages that thieves were operating near the cash machines – DON'T LET ANYONE DISTRACT YOU, it said – but Jack had seen the sign plenty of times before, and besides, he was thinking. Any minute now they'd be at the restaurant. If he was going to get any answers about what was going on, then he'd better bite the bullet and ask now.

'Er . . . Charlie?'

No response. Charlie just kept striding ahead of him.

'Charlie?' Jack repeated. 'Charlie, wait!'

Only now, when Jack had shouted, did Charlie stop.

Jack Farrell had known Charlie Farnsworth since they'd been put next to each other on the first day of school; Jack wasn't the kind of person who made friends easily, but he'd been impressed with Charlie straight away, and they'd been best mates almost ever since. Both boys were now fourteen years old. Charlie was a month older than Jack and four centimetres taller, and his cheekbones stuck out in a way that Jack's only did if he sucked his cheeks in. Charlie's hair was black as night and just tousled enough, whereas Jack's was blond and fluffy no matter what he did with it. Jack, like Charlie, was wearing black jeans and a blue cotton shirt, unbuttoned and untucked over his white T-shirt – but Jack didn't look . . . well . . . cool, like Charlie did. All these things were normal – typical, in Jack's opinion – and he'd pretty much learnt to get used to them. But there was something else different about Charlie that day: it was obvious. Every step he took seemed to be filled with a kind of rage.

'Listen,' said Jack. 'You want to tell me what's going on?'

'What d'you mean?'

'Well,' said Jack patiently, 'what's the deal with having lunch with your dad? We haven't done that since we were kids.'

There was a pause.

Suddenly Charlie took a deep breath and said, 'He's left.'

Jack looked at Charlie carefully. 'What?'

'He's left' Charlie repeated, making an exasperated face. 'Look, you know how our answering machine's been on all day lately? That's 'cos the day before yesterday, Dad told me and Mum he was leaving – then he left. OK?'

The words had come out in a rush. For a long moment after, there was silence between them.

'Oh, mate . . .' said Jack.

'Yeah,' said Charlie.

'How did it—?'

'At breakfast,' said Charlie. 'Saturday morning. He comes to wake me up just like normal – right? Only his voice is all funny and he's like, "Come downstairs, there's something we've got to talk about." So I go downstairs, and Mum's got this . . . expression on her face . . .'

Jack could see Charlie was having trouble getting the words out – especially since, at that moment, a group of some forty tourists, all wearing identically ludicrous bright yellow bum-bags, was pushing past on either side of them.

'And Dad says . . . well, basically . . . he's going,' said Charlie.

'Oh, mate,' Jack repeated uselessly.

'He says he's got this rented flat all sorted out, right? And him and this . . . woman he met through work are going to live over there for a bit while they work out what to do next. Then he packs a bag of stuff, and, well . . .' Charlie blinked. 'He's gone.'

'Mate, I am so sorry,' said Jack. It sounded feeble, but what else was there to say?

'Mm,' replied Charlie and grimaced. 'Listen,' he said, 'this is going to be the first time I've seen him since . . . you know.'

'Oh, right,' said Jack doubtfully.

'Well . . . I'd really appreciate you, you know, coming in with me. Backing me up a little bit.' Charlie was looking at him. 'What do you say?'

Suddenly Jack began to feel awkward.

If Charlie had asked him to watch zombie films with him until four in the morning, he would've agreed like a shot, as always. Splattery team death matches on the Internet? Likewise, sure, no problem. This, however . . .

'Please,' said Charlie.

Jack looked at him. Charlie was his friend. Of course, there was no choice, really.

'Well . . .' He shrugged. 'OK.'

Charlie let out a sigh of relief and put his hand out. They shook.

'Thanks, man.'

'Sure.'

Charlie's smile faded quickly. 'Well,' he said, 'here goes.'


'Charlie,' said Mr Farnsworth, standing up as soon as he saw his son. He took a couple of steps across the room towards him, his arms opening for a hug – then he caught sight of Jack. His eyes widened for a moment: his smile stayed in place, but Jack knew, at that instant, that he shouldn't have come.

'And Jack!' said Mr Farnsworth, letting his hands fall to his sides.' Good to see you. Come and sit down: the duck's on its way.'

They sat. There was a very long silence.

'So . . .' said Mr Farnsworth. 'How are things at home?'

'Not great,' said Charlie, 'since you ask.'

There was more silence for a moment as Mr Farnsworth waited to hear whether Charlie had anything to add to this. Charlie hadn't.

'And . . . how's your mum?'

'How do you think?'

Jack looked up from his plate to sneak a glance at Charlie's dad, but Mr Farnsworth noticed, so he had to stare quickly down again. Jack heard him take a deep breath.

'Charlie,' he began, 'I—'

The waiter glided up with the Peking duck.

The small round straw box of pancakes arrived first, together with the dish of hoisin sauce and the plate of spring onions and cucumber. These were followed by the duck itself, which the waiter proceeded to mash into shreds with quick, well-practised movements. This only took about thirty seconds, but to Jack, with Charlie and Mr Farnsworth sitting there in silence, it felt like much longer.

'Right,' said Mr Farnsworth brightly, once the waiter had gone. He rubbed his hands. 'Who's going first?' When nobody answered, he lifted the lid on the pancake box and offered it across the table: 'Jack?'

Well, Jack wasn't made of stone . . .

'Thanks,' he said. He took a pancake and spread a thin layer of the rich, sweet plum sauce across it with a teaspoon. Charlie took one too. Jack noticed a quick smile of relief on Mr Farnsworth's face at this. Obviously he saw it as an encouraging sign.

'So, Jack,' said Charlie's dad, turning heavily towards him, 'how're things with you? Got any plans for the summer?'

'Er, nothing much,' Jack said. He wanted to look at Charlie, to take his cue for how to speak to Mr Farnsworth from him. Luckily he had his pancake to work on.

'You still skateboarding much?'

'Dad, that was years ago,' said Charlie.

'Oh,' said Mr Farnsworth.

By now, Jack's first pancake was ready to eat. He'd laid out just the right proportions of cucumber, spring onion and mashed-up duck on top of the sauce, and he'd successfully rolled the whole thing up into the proper cigar shape. He lifted it to his lips and took a bite: it was delicious.

'That's a very neat job you've made of that,' said Mr Farnsworth.

'Thanks,' managed Jack through his mouthful. 'Peking duck's one of my favourites.'

Mr Farnsworth smiled at him. Jack smiled back uncertainly.

Then Charlie threw his pancake down on the table.

'Dad, why did you do it?' he asked.

It was hot and bright in the restaurant, especially next to the window where they were sitting. Slowly Mr Farnsworth put down his pancake.

'Charlie,' he said wearily.

'Yes?'

'Well . . .' prompted Mr Farnsworth, 'don't you think . . . ? You know, with Jack here?'

'Why not?' said Charlie, in a voice that made Jack squirm in his seat. 'I want him to hear this too.'

Mr Farnsworth sighed. Then he dabbed at his lips with his napkin, spread it back across his lap and looked up at Charlie again.

'All right,' he said, and he took a deep breath.

'Your mother and I . . .' he began. 'Well . . . we've never been really happy.'

Now Jack really didn't know where to look. He certainly wasn't going to look at Charlie or Mr Farnsworth, so he was reduced to fidgeting with his pancake. It was ridiculous and horrible at the same time – but suddenly he couldn't help wondering if he just had to sit there, or if it was OK for him to take another bite. Peking duck was his favourite, after all.

'I tried to make it work,' said Mr Farnsworth, staring earnestly at his son. 'I tried to keep it going, for as long as I could. But, well . . .' He shrugged. 'I'm not getting any younger. And when the chance came up for me to be really happy, I had to take it. Do you see?'

Charlie's mouth opened and closed a couple of times before he got his words out. His voice, when it came, sounded high and strangely muffled.

'But you left,' he said, 'so . . . suddenly.'

Mr Farnsworth sighed again. 'Charlie, there's—'

'"Never a good time for something like this." Yes, you said.'

Mr Farnsworth blinked, surprised.

'Good for who, though?' asked Charlie, his voice getting louder. 'Good for who?'

'Charlie—'

'Mum was happy. She thought you were happy. We were happy! And all the time you were . . . making arrangements!

'Charlie—'

'Do you have any idea how stupid you've made us feel?'

'Now, Charlie,' said Mr Farnsworth, 'you've got a right to be angry . . .'

Charlie said nothing. Jack looked from his friend's expression to the last of the pancake – the perfect, mouth-size morsel of duck, rich sauce and crisp, pale green vegetables. Slowly he put it down.

'But you've got to let me make things right between us,' Mr Farnsworth was saying. 'Charlie, you've got to understand that nothing's really changed between me and you, nothing. And if you'll just—'

'And I want you to understand,' Charlie cut in, in a voice that made his father stop dead, 'that I am never, ever going to forgive you for this. Do you understand that? Never.'

He paused.

'Come on, Jack, we're going.'

He stood up. Hurriedly Jack stood up too.

'Charlie, wait,' said Mr Farnsworth. 'Please?'

But Charlie didn't wait. And Jack, of course, had to follow. When Jack looked back, Mr Farnsworth was sitting absolutely still at the table, staring straight ahead. Then the door swung shut behind them, and they were gone.

'Er . . . Charlie?' said Jack.

Charlie didn't even turn, just kept stomping straight ahead, head down. Jack sighed.

For a good two minutes they strode on together without speaking, and before long they were coming out into Cambridge Circus. The big crossroads was packed as always, full of shuddering red buses, gaggles of tourists, brightness, noise and heat. Looming over it all was the Palace Theatre.

The Palace Theatre is one of the most impressive buildings in the West End – a grand and ostentatious mass of stripy pink brick festooned with turrets, glittering windows, and fat stone cherubs. Jack was looking up at it, distracted, when –

WHUMP! A passer-by barged into Charlie's shoulder, sending him staggering sideways.

'Hey!' Charlie shouted.

The man, who'd continued on his way as if nothing had happened, stopped and turned.

He was dressed in black from head to foot: black suit, black shoes, a black shirt, and black silk gloves on his hands.

'I'm sorry,' he said. 'Did I knock into you?'

'Why don't you watch where you're going?' said Charlie.

The man's eyes narrowed a little. 'I've told you I'm sorry,' he said.

'Yeah?' replied Charlie. 'Well, sorry's not good enough!'

Jack held his breath.

The man raised an eyebrow. His face seemed to take on an odd, calculating sort of expression. There was a long, slow moment of silence, then –

'Suit yourself,' said the black-clad man, and in another second he'd vanished into the crowd.

'Jesus,' said Charlie. 'Some people. Come on, I need to get some cash.'

Jack followed without arguing.

The queue for the cash machine was seventeen people long. A very smelly, very dirty young man with sunken cheeks and a filthy blue sleeping bag slung over one shoulder was squatting in the alcove at the side of the machine.

'Spare any change, lads?' he asked when they eventually got to the front.

'Piss off,' Charlie replied. He shoved his card into the machine and jabbed at the numbers.

Jack sighed again. It was going to be a long afternoon.

"Scuse me,' said a voice.

The boys looked round.

"Scuse me,' said the sleeping-bag man again. 'It's just . . . I think you've dropped a fiver.' He pointed at the ground next to him. The boys looked. It was true: lying on the pavement not five centimetres from the man's bare and astonishingly dirty feet was a crumpled green five-pound note.

'Er . . . cheers,' muttered Charlie. He bent down to pick up the money, and then everything happened very fast.

The man shot out an arm, yanked Charlie's card out of the machine, leapt to his feet and ran off down the street, shoving tourists aside as he went.

'What?' said Charlie. 'He's got my card!' He ran off after him.

Jack watched Charlie haring up the road. The thief, it seemed to Jack, was impossibly far ahead. But then something amazing happened. The thief stopped running.

He'd stopped dead, in fact, in the middle of the pavement, right in front of another pedestrian.

It wasn't, was it? The black-clad man! And as, panting heavily, Jack arrived at the scene, he could hear the man speaking, slowly and carefully.

'Give it to me,' the black-clad man was saying, holding out a gloved hand. 'Give me what you've stolen. Now.'

His voice was strange: it seemed to echo in Jack's head, making small flowering explosions go off behind his eyeballs.

For another moment the thief just stared as if mesmerized. Then his hand was coming out.

No way!

'Now go,' said the man, and the thief ran off, even faster than he'd been going before.

Jack gaped.

Charlie gaped too.

The black-clad man just smiled and handed the card back to Charlie.

'Whoa,' said Charlie, looking at the card in his hand. 'I mean . . . thanks,' he added quickly.

The man shrugged, but he kept looking at Charlie with the same calculating, almost greedy expression that Jack had noticed before.

'Uh . . . listen,' Charlie began. 'I'm sorry about before.'

'Think nothing of it,' said the man. 'You look like you're having a rough day. I'm Nick.'

'Charlie.'

'I'm Jack,' said Jack – but suddenly, it seemed, no one was listening.

'I, uh, really appreciate you, y'know, getting my card back,' said Charlie. 'Is there anything I can do to, ah, thank you?'

'Well,' said Nick, 'there is one thing. I'd like you – both of you,' he corrected himself, 'to come with me and take a small test. It won't take more than a few moments of your time, and it's something you might find . . . interesting.'

'What kind of test?' asked Charlie.

'Actually,' said Nick, 'words don't really help. It's something you have to see for yourself. But I rather think,' he added, smiling at Charlie again, 'that you're exactly the person I've been looking for. What do you say?'

Cynical, Jack crooked an eyebrow. But then –

'Sure,' said Charlie. 'Why not?'

'Splendid. Well, follow me,' said Nick, and with that he set off across the road.

Charlie turned, but before he could follow this total stranger that he'd just randomly decided to go off with, Jack grabbed him.

'Charlie!'

'What?' asked Charlie, shaking Jack's hand off and scowling.

For a moment Jack just stared at him.

Jack and Charlie were teenagers now. Maybe there was some point after which 'talking to strangers' was OK, some point at which the rules changed and you were less likely to get kidnapped, murdered or whatever.

Jack sighed. Of course there wasn't.

'Charlie, what are you doing?' he asked, gesturing and trying for a smile. 'That guy could be anybody!'

'So?' Charlie asked.

Jack blinked.

'You coming?' Charlie asked. 'Or what?'

Without waiting for a reply, he set off after Nick, leaving Jack staring at his back.

Well, thought Jack, there it was. With Charlie in this kind of a mood there was no telling what he was going to do – or what kind of trouble he was going to get into. And just as before, when they'd been standing outside the restaurant, there was no choice for Jack, not really. Sighing uselessly, he set off after his friend.

They were heading back towards Cambridge Circus, back the way they'd come, but then Nick turned left, taking Charlie down a side street behind the theatre. When Jack caught up with them, they were standing outside an old and solid-looking black back door that looked strangely small in the mountain of red brick that surrounded it. Nick smiled thinly at the boys and pressed the buzzer. Jack looked up at the Palace Theatre again.

It was odd how different the back looked from the front. There were no fancy windows and statues here, just a vast Victorian clod of red brick with a cast-iron fire escape sticking out at the top. The afternoon sun was very bright, so Jack looked down – and that was when he glimpsed something strange.

There was a weird kind of shadow on the back of Nick's neck: weirder still, it was moving. Curves and spikes of inky darkness were drifting across the man's skin. Jack blinked.

But when he opened his eyes again, whatever he'd seen was gone. Except for the glossy comma of Nick's long black ponytail, the back of his neck was bare.

Jack shook his head to clear it. Should've brought my sunglasses, he told himself.

'Yeah?' grunted a voice from the intercom.

'It's me,' said Nick.

The door buzzed. The black-clad man pushed it open, and he gestured the boys inside.





The Test

Nick led them up a spiral staircase to a set of double doors. Jack had been feeling more uneasy with every step – but then the doors opened, and he suddenly found he was looking at the most beautiful girl he'd ever seen in his life.

She was dressed in a red hooded top and green combat trousers. Her thick black curly hair was tied back tightly in a bunch, leaving dark little wisps at her temples. Her face was angular and fiercely elegant, her skin was the warm colour of milky tea and her eyes were the most extraordinary shade of amber. They flicked from Jack to Charlie, and the fine black curves of her eyebrows arched at Nick in a quizzical expression: evidently she wasn't too impressed by what she'd seen. As far as Jack was now concerned, however, following Nick didn't seem like quite such a bad idea.

'Esme,' said Nick, 'I'd like you to meet Charlie . . .'

'Hi,' said Charlie.

'. . . and, I'm sorry, what was your name again?'

'Jack,' said Jack, annoyed.

'And this is Raymond,' Nick said, joining the large and frankly terrifying-looking hairy man who was standing by the long conference table in the centre of the room. 'There. Now the introductions are out of the way, perhaps we can get started.'

'Hold on,' said Raymond.' These are the new recruits you wanted? Two kids you just found on the street?'

'That,' said Nick crisply, 'is precisely what we're about to find out.'

Esme frowned at the boys, shrugged, then closed the doors, leaving Jack and Charlie just standing there.

The room they were in was very big. The wide walls sloped inward towards a high arched ceiling and were covered with a pattern of regularly spaced, strange-looking blotch-like things. The only light in the room came from a great round window at the far end, so Jack was having trouble making out the details.

'My colleagues and I,' said Nick, leaning back against the table, 'belong to a small yet ancient organization known as the Brotherhood of Sleep. We're . . . jailers,' he said. 'Of a kind, anyway; our prisoner is a demon. We call it the Scourge.'

At that, Jack gave up looking around and stared openly at Nick instead.

'I'm sorry,' said Charlie, 'but I don't think I heard you right. Did you just say "demon"?'

'That's right,' said Nick. 'A demon. A being of pure liquid darkness, bent on a path of destruction.'

Jack raised his eyebrows.

'Many thousands of years ago,' said Nick, 'the Scourge was defeated by a powerful curse. The curse kept the demon imprisoned where it could do no harm, and the Brotherhood's task was to make sure that it stayed that way. However, as the centuries passed, our order became complacent: our numbers thinned, and those who remained grew . . . weak. One day, over a decade ago now, one of our members betrayed us.'

Nick walked slowly round the table until he stood at the far end, resting his black-gloved hands on the chair at its head.

'Hungry for power, the man – Felix, his name was – allowed the Scourge to possess him. The demon took him over and became very strong: we only just managed to recapture it. In the battle another member of our group – Esme's mother, Belinda – was killed.'

Jack looked at Esme, but she showed no reaction. Her strange amber eyes were bright as she concentrated on what was being said. (She was, Jack decided, really very pretty indeed, actually.)

'In the years since that night, I've travelled the world,' said Nick, 'searching for new recruits to bring the Brotherhood back up to strength – without success,' he added, with a wan smile at Charlie, 'until today. But now, with the Brotherhood still in tatters, I find we have been betrayed again.'

He sighed (a bit dramatically, Jack thought).

'The Scourge has been unleashed once more,' said Nick. 'For thousands of years it has been biding its time, waiting for the moment to come when it can put its terrible plans into action. Now, I fear, it will succeed. Unless we have your help.'

Nick paused.

'I need the three of you,' he said, looking at Esme, then Jack, then back at Charlie again, 'to take a small test. This test will decide which of you is going to become the Brotherhood's next leader.'

'But Nick!' Raymond spluttered. 'You didn't mention this was about who's going to be leader!'

'Frankly, Raymond,' said Nick, 'I'd've thought it was obvious. You and I no longer have the strength to do what must be done: it is time to pass the burden to the next generation. The one who performs best in the test will take on as much of my own power as I am able to give, becoming the new leader of the group.'

'But . . . that should be Esme, shouldn't it?' Raymond asked. 'She's been training all her life.'

'So you keep telling me,' said Nick. Then, seeing Raymond and Esme's shocked expressions, he sighed.

'Look,' he told them, 'I know this might seem strange to you. But the Brotherhood needs reinforcements and time is short. You've always trusted me before, Raymond: trust me now. Trust me,' Nick repeated. 'That's all I ask.'

Raymond and Esme looked at each other but said nothing: already, Nick had gone back to concentrating on Charlie.

'Now, what you're being offered here,' he went on, staring at Charlie intently, 'is something in the way of a proper adventure. A chance to battle an ancient evil and – quite possibly – save the world. And all I need from you, at this stage, is a simple yes or no. So . . . what's your answer?'

There was a pause.

Jack had loved fantasy, science fiction and horror all his life – the films, the games and the books. He'd heard worse stories and, frankly, he'd heard better ones, but no one had ever expected him to believe one was actually true before. He was so nonplussed, he wasn't sure how to react, so he turned and looked at Charlie.

To his amazement, Charlie wasn't even smiling: he was looking at Nick with fixed attention – giving every appearance of having listened seriously to every word Nick had said. Jack waited for him to say no. He waited for Charlie to burst out laughing – for him to do anything, in fact, except what he did, which was shrug and say –

'All right. Sure.'

'Splendid,' said Nick, already setting off back round the table towards them.

Jack stared at his friend.

'Wait!' he said, his voice coming out (infuriatingly) as a kind of squeak. 'Er . . . what sort of "test" are we talking about here?' he asked, in the gruffest voice he could manage.

'I'll show you,' said Nick.

Slowly, grimacing with pain, he began to pull off his gloves, one finger at a time. Then, when the gloves were off, he turned his hands over and held them out in front of him, palms out. There was a sharp intake of breath from everyone in the room.

The skin of Nick's hands was horribly burnt all over. The palms were two masses of thick scar tissue – red, inflamed and glistening.

'Could the three of you stand in a line, please?' asked Nick politely. 'This won't take long.'

Suddenly Jack was standing with Charlie on his left and Esme on his right. Their faces were grim: to Jack's mounting dismay, everyone apart from him seemed to be taking this seriously. He looked at Nick, who had closed his eyes, concentrating – and Jack's stare widened even further.

Something was happening. Something weird.

The air in front of Nick's dreadful scarred hands began to wobble and shake. The effect was a bit like heat haze, but it only lasted for a moment, because just then a shadowy shape appeared, a shape that instantly began to thicken and stretch. In another moment something long and silvery had formed in Nick's hands, which were closing around it. Then, before Jack's brain really had time to register what it had seen, Nick was holding what appeared to be some sort of long metal bar, horizontally, so it stuck out to either side of him. The bar's length stretched along all three of them – Esme and Charlie too.

'Now,' said Nick, 'take hold of the staff.'

Esme went first, taking her end of the object with both hands. Charlie took hold of his end too. All right, thought Jack, and followed their example. The object was smooth and cool in his hands – solid and real in every respect, save for the fact that it had just appeared out of thin air.

'Ready?' Nick whispered. His horrible burnt hands were clamped on either side of Jack's. 'Go,' he croaked.

Jack felt a sudden pain, like red-hot scissors stabbing into his hands.

Before he could stop himself, he'd let go.

Nick's eyes snapped open.

'Sorry,' Jack stammered. 'Wasn't ready.'

'On three this time,' said Nick, through his teeth. 'Hold on for as long as you can.' He closed his eyes once more.

'One . . . two . . . three.'

And it started again.

The pain was astonishing. It felt as though the skin of Jack's hands was being peeled off with red-hot pincers, like his palms were being devoured by ants. Jack resisted as long as he could – which was about two seconds – then he let go with a gasp.

This time, however, Nick did not stop the test.

Jack glanced down at his hands. They were completely unharmed. They weren't even tingling. Jack turned to Charlie, fully expecting his friend to have let go too.

But he hadn't.

Charlie's hands were clenched tight around the staff, the bones in his knuckles standing out white under the skin. His eyes were squeezed shut, and the muscles around his mouth were bunched into knots from the way he was clamping his jaws closed – but he wasn't letting go. And that, really, was when Jack began to get scared.

He looked from Charlie to the girl on his right, Esme. Her eyes were closed too, but she appeared much more relaxed than Charlie. Her face was a mask of concentration and control, and Jack could see that she wouldn't be letting go of the staff any time soon. What scared him was that he knew Charlie wouldn't either.

In the breathless hush of the big, dimly lit room, Jack suddenly became aware of a low, electrical humming sound. In front of him, under the hands of Nick and Charlie and Esme, Jack saw the blue-black surface of the staff give off a gunmetal glint – then begin, imperceptibly at first, to glow. Slowly Charlie's lips parted and curled back, his face scrunching up even harder.

What is he thinking? Jack wondered.


In Charlie's mind there was a soft, velvety rush of darkness.

When it lifted, he was at home, back in the kitchen, with his dad.

The scene was exactly the same as the morning when his dad had told him he was leaving, only the light was a bit strange and flickery. Charlie's dad's eyes, too, were different somehow. Darker. Almost black.

'Listen to me carefully, Charlie,' said Charlie's dad. 'It's time you heard the truth.' The voice was a little deeper, a little louder than normal, and each word seemed to set off small flowering splashes behind Charlie's eyes.

'You know what it means,' his dad began, 'about me leaving?'

Charlie said nothing, just listened.

'It means that everything you know is a lie.'

A shrill, cold sensation was filling up in Charlie's stomach. He stared, frozen.

'I don't expect you to understand this – you're young, after all,' said his father. 'But I think even you can get it, if I say that a lot of the time when you were growing up – for a lot of the time when we were together as a family – I was . . . wishing I was somewhere else.'

He paused, giving Charlie a few moments to let this sink in.

'But—' said Charlie.

'Ah,' said his dad, holding up a hand, 'don't tell me. You're going to say that you had no idea. That you thought I seemed happy. Yes?'

Charlie said nothing.

'You know the answer to this one, Charlie,' said his father.

'Oh no . . .' said Charlie. The cold feeling in his belly was getting stronger.

'I did it for you,' said his dad slowly. 'For fourteen years, fourteen years of living a lie, I kept the whole miserable thing going – for you. Now.'

He smiled, the lips drawing back from his teeth.

'Parts of our time together as a family have been . . . nice. And I love you, Charlie. You're my son.'

'Oh, Dad . . . please . . .'

'But the fact remains that every good memory you have, each and every good time you thought we had, has now changed.'

He paused.

'From now on, whenever you think back to time you spent with me – whenever you look back to your childhood and anything good in it – you'll be wondering . . .'

He leant forward, his eyes flashing darkly, the blackness in them widening.

'Were we happy?' asked his father.

'Oh no,' Charlie whispered.

'Were we really as happy as you remember?'

'Please, Dad . . . no . . .'

'Or was one of us just . . . pretending?'


Charlie's hands were black shapes, clenched tight against the brightening orange-yellow of the staff. His head hung low, his shoulders were hunched – and Jack watched helplessly as, right in front of him, his friend started to moan to himself.

It was a quiet sound at first, a sound that Jack had never heard a person make before: a low, weird, keening kind of sound. Charlie's mouth was barely open. He was swaying slightly, as if the sound itself were making him move, as if the sound were a separate creature somehow, something that had been waiting and growing deep inside him, waiting for its chance to come out.

'Ohhhhhhh-ho,' said Charlie. 'Oh, Dad.'

His face was red and sticky-looking, his tears glittering in the light from the magical staff. Jack stared, fascinated.

'Ohhhhhh, Dad,' moaned Charlie, louder now. 'Oh no.'

He took one more rasping breath, threw back his shoulders and tipped his head back –

– and howled.

It was a terrible sound, an indescribable sound – a dry, scratching, inhuman sound like grinding glass and tearing paper. It went on and on, getting louder and louder. Jack wanted to shut his eyes but he couldn't, he couldn't look away, and now, suddenly, the staff was blazing white, and the humming was filling the room, almost loud enough to drown out the terrible, maiming sound that was coming from Charlie's mouth.

Esme's lips were pressed tight together now, turning pale with tension and effort.

'It's not right,' said someone suddenly. It was Raymond. 'Nick, this isn't right! It shouldn't be like this!'

'Let it out,' said a voice in Charlie's head. 'Let it all out, open your heart, and LET ME IN. YES!'

And suddenly everything happened at once.

Esme let go with a shout.

There was a thunderous, echoing CRACK.

And the staff, or whatever it was, vanished.


For a long moment there was silence. Nick, still holding out his horribly scarred hands, stood swaying on his feet, blinking.

'What?' he said, looking at his surroundings and the people staring at him, as if taking them in for the first time.

'Where am—? Wait,' said Nick. 'This is. . .' Then he looked down at his hands. His face went suddenly white with horror, and his mouth fell open.

'Oh no,' he said. 'Oh, God. This is – wait! No! You can't! The—'

But before he could finish whatever he'd been going to say, his eyes rolled back, his knees buckled beneath him and he sank, insensible, to the floor. Esme and Raymond rushed to his side.


Charlie, meanwhile, was looking at his hands.

The skin, from palms to fingertips, was completely, utterly black: an inky, glistening, polished-ebony black. As he watched, the darkness bunched and wriggled for a moment – then it shot straight up his arms, disappearing under the sleeves of his shirt. Slowly Charlie let his hands fall to his sides.

'Charlie?' said a voice. It was Jack. 'Charlie, what's happened?'

For a moment Charlie didn't answer. His eyes, though red from crying, were shining strangely. He blinked, looked at Jack, and smiled.

'It's all right, mate,' he said slowly. 'It's all going to be all right.'

Esme – who'd been holding Nick's wrist – looked at Raymond. There was a long silence. Then she said, 'He's dead.'


'Three o'clock tomorrow,' barked Raymond to Charlie, as he bundled the boys through the door.

'But what about that guy?' spluttered Jack. 'He's, you know . . . dead!'

'Not your problem, mate,' said Raymond. 'Three o'clock sharp', he emphasized, still looking at Charlie.

'What about me?' asked Jack, before the door closed.

Raymond paused.

'I don't know,' he said, his eyes narrowing at Jack. 'What about you?'

'He comes or I don't,' said Charlie.

'Suit yourself.' The big man turned and was gone.

Jack and Charlie stared at the door for a moment, even though it had slammed shut. They looked at each other; then they looked out at the street.

The sky was empty of clouds, and the afternoon sun was still hot and strong, making the pavement blaze uncomfortably. Traffic was heavy in both directions, and another long snake of sweaty-looking tourists was crawling its way west on the opposite side of the street.

Charlie turned to Jack. 'It's too hot for the Tube,' he said. 'Let's get a bus.'

'Oh,' said Jack, surprised. 'Er, OK.' They set off, and soon they were safely wobbling their way north, back towards where they both lived.

They were sitting on the top deck of the bus, at the front, where they always sat, like everything was perfectly normal. It was almost as if-Jack thought to himself– the whole episode had been some kind of dream. When he found that he couldn't stand it any longer, Jack spoke.

'Charlie, are you all right?'

'Huh?' said Charlie, drumming his hands on his knees.

'Are you all right?' Jack repeated.

'I'm fine, mate!' said Charlie. 'Better than fine: I'm terrific. Fantastic. Amazing!'

Jack looked at him. Charlie's eyes were shining; his grin was huge. He certainly looked well enough.

'What about your hands?' Jack asked.

'What? Oh,' said Charlie. He stopped drumming and showed them to Jack. 'Look, they're fine too. Not a scratch!'

It was true. Charlie's hands looked perfectly normal; there were no outward signs of his ordeal. There was no sign in Charlie of anything that had happened, in fact, from the scene in the restaurant to . . . whatever the hell had just taken place upstairs at the theatre.

'So,' said Jack. 'Let me get this straight.'

Charlie looked at him and grinned some more.

'Demons are real,' Jack started.

'Apparently,' said Charlie.

'And there's one on the loose. A bad one.'

'"Liquid darkness, bent on destruction", yadda yadda yadda,' said Charlie.

'And you,' said Jack, grinning back despite himself, 'are now the new leader of an ancient brotherhood whose sole sworn purpose is to fight this . . . "scourge" – and bring it back under control.'

'That's about the size of it, yeah,' said Charlie. His grin widened. 'Pretty cool, huh?'

Jack was doing his best – really he was – and Charlie's enthusiasm, as always, was infectious. But a large part of his brain just couldn't help having doubts, and he knew that he had to say something.

'What about that guy, though?' Jack asked. 'The one who just, like, died right in front of us?'

Charlie's grin vanished. 'Jack, don't get boring on me, all right?'

Stung to the quick, Jack closed his mouth and fell silent.

Being called boring – especially by Charlie – was Jack's Achilles' heel. The idea that he was boring scared Jack, because secretly he was worried it might be true. Jack admired Charlie's ability to throw himself into things. It was part of the reason they got on.

Perhaps seeing the effect that his words had had, Charlie smiled again.

'Mate, this is what we've been waiting for,' he breathed. 'The chance to have a real adventure! Don't you see? Heh,' he added, chuckling to himself, 'and what about that Esme, eh?'

'What about her?' asked Jack, as casually as he could.

'Come on, man,' said Charlie. 'You were there.'

Jack squirmed for a second as Charlie grinned in his face, and finally admitted, 'She's all right.'

'All right?' Charlie echoed with disbelief. 'She's better than all right, mate. She's gorgeous. And did you see the way she looked at me?'

Jack hadn't, but his lack of reply didn't seem to stop Charlie.

'Oh yes,' Charlie pronounced sagely. 'Very promising, I'd say.'

There was a pause.

'So,' said Jack, giving up trying to sort it all out in his head. 'This "power" the guy gave you. You're, what, some kind of superhero now?'

'I guess we'll find out tomorrow,' said Charlie gleefully.

'You going to start wearing your pants outside your trousers, then?' asked Jack. 'Do you think we should get you a cape?'

'Tchah, right,' said Charlie, looking out of the window again.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/The_Black_Tattoo_F1.jpg
RANDOM HOUSE @BOOKS

The Black Tattoo

Sam Enthoven






OPS/images/The_Black_Tattoo_01.jpg
CORGI BOOKS





