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I am the Story Maker.

My name is Horizabel Delft, also known as ‘the Grimm’, orphan, bounty hunter, and the finest Starcrosser in the universe.

I keep the peace for the Universal Government. Which is a big job.

Because the universe is mind-bogglingly, ear-bubblingly, gobsmackingly huge.

But long ago in the distant past, a Magical human with a special Gift drew an ‘Alternative Atlas’ of the universe, showing the exact location of the ‘Which Way’ portals, where you can step between the worlds in a fraction of an instant, and save so much time and expense on space travel.

We call this, ‘Starcrossing’.

Only the very special ones, law-makers and bounty hunters like me, hold a precious copy of that original Alternative Atlas, and we fly through the universe, making sure no illegal Atlases are used, eliminating those who travel through the Which Ways without our permission, keeping the peace between the worlds.

We are very cool. We have great wings that help us cross the vast space-distances, we have no families to burden us, and we have successfully kept the peace in the galaxies for a wonderfully long time.

But now, for the first time in thousands of years, a descendant of the original Atlas-Maker has been born, a boy called K2, who has that same, truly extraordinary, Atlas Gift – and his Gift is EVEN MORE POWERFUL than his ancestors’.

The CHILD-WITH-THE-ATLAS-GIFT is now in hiding, with the rest of his family, who I strongly suspect may ALL have similarly strange and unusual Gifts . . . and that makes them very dangerous.

The baby, Annipeck, for instance, has the Gift of Magic-That-Works-On-Plastic, and that has never been seen before in the universe.

But we do not know what the other three children’s Magical Gifts are yet.

What are those Gifts going to be? Their Gifts could be ANYTHING, my mind is reeling with the perilous possibilities . . .

At the moment the boy and his family are hiding in the House of the O’Hero-Smiths, on Planet Earth, and I cannot get to them, because K2’s tricksome aunts have closed all the Which Ways that lead there so clam-fast shut that even the smallest of spirits could not slip through the cracks.

They can go OUT.

But no one else can GET IN.

And this is a very good thing, because . . .

Dangerous, DANGEROUS people want to get hold of the child and the family and their unusual and powerful Gifts, and the family are not safe, either from those dangerous people, or, I have to admit . . . from me. Because I know I ought to get rid of them, for the security of the universe.

(Please do not blame me. That is, after all, my job.)

So the children themselves, their entire family, their home galaxy, and way, way beyond, are in desperate, urgent peril.

Let us meet one of those bad people, and you will see what I mean . . .

Hold tight. Grip firmly on to the feathers on the back of my neck, for we are going a long, long way across the universe to a world known as ‘Blink 22’. 
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[image: image]nce upon a galaxy, far, far away, there was a lonely sun on the edge of an alien milky way that had one shining frozen star a-wandering around it. On that bright particular star, this forbidden frozen planet, known as Blink 22, all was cold as ice, but it was ice mixed with a freezing FIRE. There were flames embedded within the glaciers, embers glowing steadily in the heart of each snowflake, massive bonfires raging underneath the great fields of permafrost. The fire-ice covered most of the landmasses, but there was the odd oasis built on strange tabletop ice constructions that stood above the freezing floes, steaming and bubbling and brimming with life.

Over the entire fire-frozen planet, the burning ice floats howled and cracked and the wind raged so wild and lonesome your thoughts would freeze the moment they left your head. The only bright spot was the rainbow rings arching across the daytime sky, never-changing, offering a hope of something better, but otherwise, there was nothing, nothing, for as far as the eye could see.

But wait . . .

A single figure making its way across the endless desert of fire-ice, a great robot called THE EXCORIATOR with skis on the ends of its limbs, diamonds winking from its bare skull, oh, it makes you shiver to see it, although a robot cannot feel the cold, of course . . . moving its skeleton limbs with such strange grace, this way, that way, dancing across the ice.

Behind it, a great heavily armed sleigh, being drawn by gigantic wolf-like robots, pounding relentlessly across the ice. In the sleigh a grim figure, deep in Snowbear furs, with only the nose peeking out, hidden behind a protective shield.

The wolf-robots and the sleigh were dragging behind them along the fire-ice a yowling, screeching bundle of something, screaming so loud that it pierced the ears almost as acutely as the freeze of the wind.
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Neither the robot nor the devil that was riding in the sleigh seemed to heed the noise. But at one point, the caterwauling attracted a shoal of snowsharks, their curving fins cutting through the ice behind the bundle, and the shrieking increased in terror.

The robot in front did not even halt, just sent up a periscope from its back, and two great laser jets of fire catapulted out, hitting two of the snowshark fins.

Pow pow!

The snowsharks gave piercing dying shrieks, and the rest of the following snowshark pod stopped in its tracks, and turned back to hunt for easier prey.

The robot and its strange entourage carried on, still ignoring the appalling shrieking coming from the bundle of rags they were dragging behind them. Until the noise accelerated to such an extent that the robot slid to a great curving halt, sending a spray of snow up into the air, and the bundle behind the sleigh screamed, ‘It’s here, it’s here!’
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The robot knelt so that the be-furred sleigh-Rider could leap from the great sleigh, on to the robot’s back and down to the ice. With one spurred boot the Rider gave the bundle of something a swift, sharp kick, which released the charm that held it, and out spilled from the invisible Spell-Net a spitting, cursing, infuriated Witch, green as emerald and lean as a broom.

‘I told you it’s here, Curse you! Release me like you promised!’ whined the Witch. ‘Give me my diamonds and release me!’
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The Rider took out a glowing orb from his pocket. ‘Tell me the Prophecy again,’ said the Rider.

The Witch’s spittle rained around the Rider’s head in a sparkle of insults, so fruity that they would have set fire to one who was not so Spell-Protected as the Rider was. The Rider moved his finger, the Witch screamed, as if shot. Shut up.

With a smile, the Rider handed the Witch something from his pocket. It was a child’s shoe, tattered, torn. Still smeared green with the juice of jungle vines, for the child-owner had lost that shoe deep in the Forest of the Abhorrorghast, far, far away, in the distant world of Excelsiar.

The Witch sniffed at the shoe like she was a dog, smelling a thing to track it.

‘The shoe of the Child-With-The-Atlas-Gift . . .’ she crooned.

And then she blew on the shoe, hard, and the Witch Breath took tiny particles of the shoe, far too small for the eye to see, mixed them with the falling snow all around, and blew them into the Rider’s orb.

With one finger the Witch tapped the Prophecy into the globe.

The Witch’s vision sprang up in the centre of the orb, and the Witch squinted at the moving figures, sprinkles of light, traces of the future, there a moment, then fading like shadows.

‘Very pretty, when the vision is made out of sssnow,’ said the sleigh-Rider, whose name was Vorcxix. He peered over the Witch’s shoulder admiringly. Even pure evil can appreciate beautiful things.

For Vorcxix was one of the Dangerous People I was just telling you about. And he wasn’t just any old Bad Person. He was a two-faced member of the High Council of the Universal Government, a Were-dread Enraptor known as ‘Vorcxix the Vile’, with fingernails sharper than Air Sticks, and more sheer wickedness and devilry in him than a sackful of were-cats.

He and I were deadly enemies, and last time I met him he was making trouble on the planet of Excelsiar behind the Universal Government’s back – but we were keeping each other’s secrets for our own purposes – for now . . .

‘So . . . my Plan . . . my Future . . . is it sstill intact?’ smiled Vorcxix, with the hiss of a malevolent snake.

The Witch gave a shiver and a groan, as if she was thoroughly regretting looking into Vorcxix’s Future. ‘It looks even better than before,’ she said sadly. ‘For you anyway.’

Vorcxix gave a greedy smile.

‘But you need to get rid of the Child-With-The-Atlas-Gift, for as long as his Alternative Atlas is not under your control, you cannot win,’ said the Witch.

The Witch peered into the vision inside the orb more closely. ‘You need to eliminate the whole O’Hero-Smith family, or your Plan will fail . . . except the baby – the one with the Gift of Magic-That-Works-On-Plastic. Her Gift will be useful to you.’

Vorcxix smiled again, enjoying the prospect. ‘The entire nessssst of vipers, good, very good. I know where they are, on that wretched Planet Earth, but someone has closed all the Which Ways that would take me there, and I cannot get in.’

‘The vision says the children will come through the Which Way HERE,’ said the Witch, pointing down at the ice beneath them.

Vorcxix stamped his foot on the unyielding surface, and it let out a protesting shriek. ‘But there’s NO Which Way here, Witch . . . see! Ssssssolid ice.’

‘Not yet there isn’t,’ whined the Witch. ‘But the worlds will turn, like they always do, the Which Way will appear, and the four O’Hero-Smith children will come through here, one of them being the Child-With-The-Atlas-Gift . . .’

‘But why would they do something so perfectly nonsssensical? They are safe as long as they stay on Planet Earth!’ puzzled Vorcxix. ‘I hope you are not tricking me . . .’ He twitched his Spelling Finger, the Witch’s body convulsed in an aching cramp, and she screamed protestingly.

‘I suppose they are humans after all,’ she pleaded, ‘humans are known to be disobedient and irrational and unreasonable . . .’

It was a difficult moment for the sweating Witch. But to her relief, the Were-dread Enraptor seemed to believe her. 

‘Let me go,’ begged the Witch. ‘I’ve put the vision into your orb, you can keep it now, what more do you want of me?’

‘When?’ snapped Vorcxix. ‘When will these ssstupid little humans come?’

‘I cannot tell when,’ snivelled the Witch. ‘Where is good enough, is it not, in the endless stars of the dusty universe? Right . . . here . . .’

With the other talon, the Witch drew a bright X in the snow-covered ice. ‘And that’s the last time I offer a Fortune to a creature like you, Vorcxix!’

Vorcxix gave a slow smile, and oh, that smile was unpleasant to see and more like a bite.

He looked in the orb, which had now captured the Witch’s vision. Sniffed. ‘It ssssseems such an odd coincidence that they should come somewhere where I have so much work going on already . . . Could they be seeking me out?’
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What work is Vorcxix talking about? I thought, with foreboding in my bones. What is he doing on this frozen forgotten nightmare of a planet? Up to no good, I bet, by the whiskers of Sagittarius, up to no good . . .

Vorcxix aimed another kick at the rag-wrapped Witch. ‘Niccce doing business with you!’ He took back the child’s shoe, counted out one, two, three, four diamonds into the Witch’s greedy palm. One for each child, and an extra ruby for the one with the Atlas Gift.

The Witch bit the diamonds to check they were real, gave a greedy groan of relief – he had not tricked her.

The fire-in-the-ice below and around them was too deeply embedded to keep Vorcxix warm, so the robot was building a fire of his own. Vorcxix lit that fire with his Spelling Finger, and it was not like any fire you see on Planet Earth, for this was a Spell-fire made out of the falling snow, rainbow colours, bright with a sun-like heat. Vorcxix moved his hands towards it to warm them.

‘You will not harm the children, will you?’ begged the Witch, with a sudden attack of scruples, now she had her payment.

Vorcxix’s smile was, if anything, even more unpleasant than before. ‘What a question from a being like yourself, who is happy to sell these children’s futures, for a couple of stinking jewels!’ he jeered. The Witch shook her head unhappily, like her conscience was a bubble of water that had got into her ears and she was trying to shake it out.

‘My companion is a robot assassin,’ Vorcxix went on. ‘Isn’t it obvious what we are here for, Witch? It’s certainly not to enjoy the view? Now be off with you . . . what we mean to do now is none of your business.’

‘But the Which Way we came through may have frosted up in this weather!’ protested the Witch.

‘That’s your problem, isn’t it?’ snarled Vorcxix. ‘I kept my promise . . . GO!’

Both Witch and Vorcxix knew that the Witch had greater and more immediate problems than a frozen Which Way. Alone, with no robot protection, on a planet that contained some of the highest concentrations of venomous and dangerous creatures in the whole of the universe, not to mention the artificial intelligence that had made this grim place their home.*

She didn’t stand much of a chance out there.

With a scurry of talons on ice, the Witch took off the way she had come, still screeching, in blurry wingbeats.


Silvery limbs glinting, the robot stuck his skis in the ground and made a start on building a shelter. They would wait for the children to come through the Which Way, like killer whales at a seal breathing hole. The shelter was not for the robot, of course. Robots do not need shelters. The shelter was for his master.

The robot sat down, training his considerable arsenal of weaponry on the X in the ice.

Vorcxix stood up, furs billowing about him, watching the Witch fly away, faster and faster.

The Witch was in a hurry.

Maybe she knew what was going to happen now. But she couldn’t change her fate.

Vorcxix was in no hurry.

There was nowhere for a Witch to hide in an empty sky.

Vorcxix waited until the Witch might have thought she was safe.

Pulled out his finger, made good aim.

The Witch didn’t make a sound as she dropped from the air.

Landed on the ice.

Green blood spread out in a pool around her body. 

Vorcxix grunted.
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Sat back down by the rainbow fire.

Put the child’s shoe carefully down beside him.

Waiting.

It’s fine, thought I.

Vorcxix is waiting in the wrong place.

Looking into the future is such a complicated process. The snow got in the Witch’s eyes, and muddled the vision. Why would the O’Hero-Smith children travel here? Imagine an entire planet of ice creatures as dreadful and poisonous as those that live in Australia, but adapted for the cold conditions.

No one would choose to go here voluntarily. And how unlikely for the children to go, for the second time, to where Vorcxix was already conducting business of his own.

Let me give you just a sprinkling of an idea of how unimaginably vast the universe is.

Mind-blowingly, brain-cell-numbingly large. There are more stars in a single galaxy than the infinite grains of sand on an Atlantic beach. Out of all the worlds, were they really going to choose this one to turn up in?

This was the first of the coincidences that would begin to concern me about what was going on here, and it gave me a lot to think about.

In the meantime, I had to follow what was going on with that troublesome O’Hero-Smith family.

So let me take you to a much more hospitable spot  than this strange star far, far away, to somewhere you aren’t likely to freeze to death within seconds or be eaten by gigantic snowsharks. The next chapter takes place in a much more pleasant place, and it is called: Planet Earth.

You better sit tight on that Planet Earth of yours, O’Hero-Smith children.

You better keep your promises not to step through the Which Ways.

On Earth you are safe.

On Earth no one can reach you, as long as you do not open the Which Way doors.

The O’Hero-Smith children, the whole O’Hero family, would be JUST FINE as long as they kept their promise not to use K2’s Alternative Atlas . . .

Surely they would not do something so absurd, so unreasonable, so DANGEROUS as to break that promise?

I have a bad feeling about this, as we go to find out. 

Hold tight to the hairs on the back of my neck, as I travel millions and millions of space miles to dear old Planet Earth.
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*  It was known by the robots who lived there as Brqjk1urblk22! But across the universe more commonly as ‘Blink 22’, for that is an easier name to pronounce for many humanoid tongues.
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