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            ‘Then why did they set it off now?’ said Charlie.

‘They probably didn’t. I imagine the Brin-Hask decided to see what would happen if
they triggered it.’

‘What?’ Charlie gaped. ‘The Brin-Hask set off a bomb without knowing what it would
do? Are they crazy?’

‘A little bit,’ Lady Naomi smiled. ‘They can’t stand suspense but they love chaos
– setting off the bomb put the fight more on their terms.’

‘You mean …’ Amelia paused as she took in the new scene of battle. From under the
thick layer of wood dust that had fallen into the cavity, hundreds of small furry
bodies leapt up once more, shook themselves off, and threw themselves back into combat.
Now that she could see the entire arena of the war, she realised it was even worse
than it had sounded. The rats were far larger than the Brin-Hask – more heavily built,
and there were many, many times more of them. The sixty-odd little aliens were swamped.

Here and there, Amelia saw two of the Brin-Hask stand back to back, holding off a
circle of ten or more attacking rats. One warrior was snatched up in a rat’s mouth,
and kept slashing at it with his sword even as it shook him like a doll. The rats
kept coming – up out of the ground, their eyes all shining red, and every now and
then she caught a flash of silver from their electronic implants. For all Amelia
knew, they could communicate with each other instantly – how could the Brin-Hask
compete with that?

And yet somehow, she noticed, the number of dead rats was growing. Where there had
first been nothing but seething movement, now there were little islands of slumped
bodies.

‘You mean,’ Amelia said, wondering, ‘the Brin-Hask could actually win this?’

‘Without a doubt,’ said Lady Naomi.

Charlie cheered as a great chunk of rat fur and whiskers flew into the air off a
Brin-Hask sword, and Amelia felt a tremor of excitement.

Another explosion shook the kitchen, this one spraying out a stinging cloud of gravel.
Amelia coughed and wiped dust out of her eyes with her T-shirt.

‘How many bombs do they have?’ Charlie spluttered, half-fuming, half-admiring.

Quite a few, it turned out. None as devastating as the first one that had disintegrated
the floor, but all of them nasty.

‘How can the Brin-Hask match this?’ Amelia asked Lady Naomi, but Lady Naomi just
nodded and said, ‘Watch.’

As she watched, Amelia began to notice a pattern. A bomb went off every time an attack
by the rats failed. They would rally in their perfect lines, charge shoulder-to-shoulder
against the Brin-Hask, and try to overpower them with numbers, but the sheer fury
of the Brin-Hask swords drove them back every time. Each time the rats retreated,
they would make up for the loss by triggering another bomb.

And the blasts were getting closer together. What had at first sounded like the thundering
superiority of the rat forces was actually proof that the Brin-Hask were gaining
ground.

‘They’re winning!’ Amelia cheered. ‘The Brin-Hask are going to win!’

Another bomb blast splintered all the cupboard doors, and the workbench they were
all sitting on rocked alarmingly. This was followed almost immediately by another
cloud of gravel, and the rats seemed on the verge of panic. They weren’t holding
their formations any more, and were even scrambling over one another in their desperation
to get away from the Brin-Hask.

‘It’s over,’ said Lady Naomi. ‘King Hibble won’t fight them once their defence has
collapsed. Look – can you see him there with his broadsword? He’s going to call for
their surrender and start taking prisoners.’

But as King Hibble raised his voice to shout out his willingness to show mercy, there
was a harsh fizzing noise and all the lights in the kitchen flickered, then went
out.

‘What’s this?’ roared King Hibble.

The fizzing noise grew louder and in the dark, Amelia saw all the glowing red rats’
eyes flicker and die. Without the glowing eyes, she could see nothing, not even the
moon outside gave any light, but the air around her began to thicken with the foul,
wet smell of burnt fur, and here and there came a slow sizzling pop, as though something
big had flown into a bug zapper.

When the lights came back on, King Hibble stood astounded, before his face fell in
disgust. Every rat lay dead on the ground, electrocuted and slightly smoking.

‘The rats exploded themselves?’ said Charlie.

‘Maybe,’ said Lady Naomi. ‘Or someone else did.’

‘Who?’ said Amelia. ‘Not King Hibble?’

Lady Naomi shook her head. ‘Never. None of the Brin-Hask would act so dishonourably.’

‘Then who?’

‘A good question. Perhaps if we knew who put the cybertronics into ordinary Earth
rats in the first place?’

‘They weren’t alien rats?’ Amelia asked.

‘No, poor things. They were just the hosts for someone else’s technology. Right now,
though, I don’t know who that someone else would be, or what they were trying to
achieve. The only thing we can tell from this is that they would rather destroy their
entire operation than risk having us capture even a single rat intact.’

‘But I did!’ Charlie said. ‘I caught Hugo and we put him in a tank!’

Lady Naomi beamed at him. ‘You did? Oh, well done! If we can –’

‘James let it go,’ Charlie interrupted her, his excitement gone.

Lady Naomi looked stricken, something deeper than disappointment, almost a grief
in her eyes. Then she forced herself to smile, and said, ‘Ah, well. I see. Never
mind.’ She stretched and stood up on the workbench, then lightly leapt down to one
of the exposed beams in the destroyed floor, landing as neatly as an acrobat. ‘Is
there any pizza left?’

She picked her way across the battlefield, hopping from beam to beam and balancing
with no apparent effort. At the doorway to the hall she turned back and bowed to
the Brin-Hask, who waved her goodbye from the now rather gruesome mess that was the
cavity under the floor.

Charlie leant over the edge of his sink and surveyed the damage. Clumps of fur, spatters
of blood and the corpses of slaughtered rats lay all over the kitchen. The combined
stench of blood, guts, singed hair and burnt barbecue was unbearable. It was hard
to imagine anyone ever being able to cook in there again. In the midst of it all,
the Brin-Hask laughed and cheered and pestered Enrick the bard for another story.

‘That,’ said Charlie, ‘was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘Yes,’ said Amelia, still gazing after Lady Naomi, ‘she really is.’


Dad could only laugh – not a particularly happy laugh, more the helpless, hysterical
kind – when he saw what had happened to his kitchen. When he remembered that Mr Snavely
would be back the next morning with a Control superior, he peeled off into wild giggles.

‘Well, we can’t hide it,’ said Mum. ‘We can’t fix it or change it, so there’s no
use worrying about it.’

‘So what do we do?’ asked Mary.

‘Right now, we turn our backs on it.’

James hadn’t said a word. He’d stood in mute shock as the Brin-Hask warriors marched
past him on their way back to their picnic blanket. He’d just turned pale when he
saw the kitchen.

Amelia felt sorry for him. She could see it was almost physically hurting him to
accept that he’d been wrong, and the aliens were real. Changing his whole view of
the world to include the existence of an interstellar gateway at the bottom of his
garden was not easy.

She wondered if changing his mind would change his attitude, too. It’d be nice if
he could stop being the Mega-Jerk and go back to being the more-or-less decent big
brother she remembered.

He saw her looking at him and said, ‘What do you want?’ Without waiting for a reply,
he turned and stomped upstairs to his room. She heard a door slam and, a few seconds
later, the din of music being played way too loud.

Amelia shook her head and walked out to the veranda. Lady Naomi had fetched the Brin-Hask
their seaweed at last, and they were sitting around a campfire they had built on
a paving stone, and roasting it on the end of sticks – the same way Amelia would
roast marshmallows. Enrick the bard was singing again, and when he got to the chorus,
all the warriors joined in, trilling like canaries in beautiful harmonies:

Kill, kill, kill them all dead!

Give me an axe and I’ll hack off his head!

So, kill, kill, kill!


Charlie was humming along with them.

It was all as cheerful, grisly, fun, weird, amazing, and kind of gross and unnerving
as Amelia had come to expect of the Gateway Hotel. She looked around, feeling very
fond of the place, and sad that they’d probably all be fired (or in jail) by this
time tomorrow.

At the corner of the hotel Amelia saw a shadow flit past, a black coat billowing
behind and the flash of a white face as Leaf Man glanced back the way he’d come.
He looked satisfied.


Amelia slept late the next day. The Brin-Hask celebrations had gone far into the
night, and Mum and Dad – knowing it could be their last night at the hotel – had
let Amelia stay up to enjoy it. Mary hadn’t tried to argue with Charlie, she just
agreed straight away that yes, he could stay the night too. None of them had slept
much, what with the intensity of the battle behind them, the dread of the day ahead
of them, and in between – those eerily sweet yet murderous songs of the Brin-Hask,
and the pretty revolting stench of burning seaweed.

The sun was high in the sky before Amelia stirred. Charlie was still fast asleep
on the spare bed and seemed determined to stay that way, no matter how hard Amelia
poked him.

‘Leave me alone!’ he groaned into his pillow.

‘Don’t you want to check out the kitchen?’ Amelia goaded him. ‘Look for the control
centre or whatever linked all the cyber-rats? Check for unexploded bombs?’

Charlie sat up with a jerk, his face alight with possibility, but then a thought
flickered in his eyes, and he said dully, ‘No, you do it. I’ll come down later.’

Amelia frowned at him. ‘You
don’t
want to pick through rat carcasses and hunt for
weapons?’

‘No.’ He didn’t meet her eye.

‘Charlie?’

‘Later!’ He thudded back onto his pillow, rolled over and started fake-snoring until
Amelia left him to it.

Downstairs the kitchen looked worse than she’d remembered. At night, under electric
light and with the smoke still lifting into the air, it had been impressive and dramatic.
In the morning sunlight, though, it was just a filthy mess. Dad’s shoulders slumped
as he gazed at it, and Mum patted his back gently.

‘When does Mr Snavely get here?’ said Amelia.

‘About twenty minutes,’ said Dad.

‘Do you know who he’s bringing with him?’ Mum asked.

Dad shook his head. ‘One of the big three. If it’s Arxish, we’re done for. He’s wanted
the gateway run by Control for years, and any excuse will do. If it’s Stern, we’ve
got a chance – he’s sympathetic to leaving gateways to the locals, as long as they’re
up to it.’ He pulled a miserable face at that. ‘But if it’s the new one, Rosby –
I don’t know. No-one knows much about her yet.’
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