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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
 
Ever since I was a child, I’ve had this story in my head. There’s something about this idea that always haunted me. Two children have never met their own parents, even though they live together in the same home. They know their parents are somewhere in the house with them, but they don’t know where. They don’t know what they look like or why they refuse to see them. Sometimes the children hear distant laughter on the other side of the house, smell cologne lingering in a room, or they find a cigarette left burning in an ashtray, but have never actually seen their mother and father in person. It’s almost a ghost story, only the children are haunted by people who are still alive.
Quicksand House is one of the most personal stories I’ve written. Most people look back on their childhood as being safe, fun, and carefree, but I remember it as terrifying and confusing. My world always felt as if it were about to be pulled out from under my feet and I would be left with an uncertain and lonely future. This book is my attempt to incorporate those emotions into a story.
I hope you enjoy this one. It’s a story that’s been in my head for so many years, I’m happy to finally get it out into the world. It’s one of my favorites.
 
- Carlton Mellick III 6/17/2013 3:05 am







CHAPTER ONE
*
Polly has grown too big for the nursery.
Her arms and legs spill over the sides of her little pink bed when she sleeps, resting on the cold floor like soft snakes curled against the trunk of a tree. Her blanket covers only a quarter of her massive body, her pillow only big enough for one side of her cheek.
When standing in the toy room, Polly has to slouch or else she’ll hit her head on the ceiling. When sitting at the tea room table, she can barely squeeze her butt into the tiny wooden chairs without breaking them to pieces. It’s all very maddening to her.
“Why is everything shrinking?” Polly asks Nanny Warburough, as she tries to fasten the back of her dress.
All of her dresses once reached down to her ankles, but now they don’t even cover her knees.
“Nothing’s shrinking,” says the nanny, adding extra laces to the dress in order to hold it together. “You’re just growing. You’re becoming a woman.”
Polly looks at herself in the mirror. Her entire back is exposed, showing her pale lightly-freckled skin. It’s the only way she can fit into the child-sized clothes anymore.
“I don’t like it,” Polly says. It’s what Polly always says these days. “I wish I could get new dresses…”
As Polly ties a ribbon in her hair, she stabs her wrist on one of the pointy bones growing out of her head.
“Oww!” she cries, pushing her thumb into her wrist to stop the bleeding. “Damn these stupid things.”
Nanny Warburough wipes the blood from the tip of the horn.
“You have to learn to be careful with them,” says the nanny. “Your antlers are only going to grow larger over time.”
“I just want to rip them off,” Polly says, wrapping her fingers around the pointy bones and tugging. “They make me look so stupid.”
The nanny pulls the girl’s hand away from her antler and straightens the ribbon in her hair. “Your antlers are a symbol of your womanhood. You should be proud of them. The larger they grow, the more likely you will attract a husband.”
“I don’t want a husband. I hate boys. Like Tick. He is so annoying.”
“I’m not talking about boys like your little brother,” says the nanny, tying Polly’s bright green hair into ponytails. “I’m talking about adult men. Someday you will leave the nursery. There will be more men than you can count and you’ll want to be extra pretty for them. You’ll want your antlers to be tall and majestic.”
Polly just sneers at herself in the mirror. Her whole life, the nanny has been telling her that one day she would be able to leave the nursery, but that day seems to never come. She is practically a grown woman now and she’s still in the nursery. She thought she would have been able to leave ages ago.
“You just have to wait for your parents to come get you,” says the nanny. “I’m sure it will be any day now. I’m sure they’re excited to see the beautiful young woman you have become.”
The nanny smiles her wrinkled lips at Polly.
Polly hates when she says stuff like that. She’s been told her parents would come get her any day now for several years. When the nanny’s back is turned, Polly draws circles all over her own face with purple candy-scented lipstick just to piss her off. With ugly bones growing from her head and ill-fitting ripped up dresses, she doesn’t see a point in trying to look pretty anymore.
*
Tick watches his sister and Nanny Warburough through a crack in the wall. They can’t see him hiding in the crawlspace. It is his territory. When Polly was younger, they both used to hide from the nanny together in those secret tunnels, but she’s become far too large to use them. It all belongs to her little brother now.
“I can hear your breathing, Tick,” Polly says.
Tick holds his breath.
“Stop spying on me you little pervert,” she says.
“I’m not a pervert,” Tick says. “I just wanted to see what you guys were doing.”
“I don’t want you to see what I’m doing,” Polly says. “That’s why the door’s locked.”
“But it’s lonely all by myself out there,” Tick says.
“Do you want me to kill you?” Polly says.
Nanny Warburough calmly goes to the wall and bangs her hard round knuckles three times against the plaster. “Get out of the walls this instant, child. The crawlspace is forbidden.”
“But I like it in here.”
“It’s not protected from the creepers,” says the nanny. “Do you want the creepers to get you?”
Tick looks around. The crawlspace is dark and filled with dust and cobwebs, but he’s sure there’s nothing in there with him.
“I’ve never seen any creepers in here,” Tick says.
“You can’t see creepers,” says the nanny. “They hide in the dark and then get you when you’re not looking.”
“No they don’t,” Tick says.
“Just get out of there and get ready for school,” says the nanny.
Tick crawls away from the hole in his sister’s room. The passageway is dark, lit only by the dim strips of light passing through air vents and random cracks in the walls. Although there are many shadowy corners where the light never reaches, Tick doesn’t believe any creepers could be hiding in there with him. At first the crawlspace seemed dangerous and scary, but he’s gone into it so many times that it now feels just as safe as the rest of the nursery. Besides, he doesn’t believe the creepers actually exist anyway.


“Change your clothes,” Nanny Warburough says to Tick as he crawls out of the vent into his bedroom.
“Why?” he says, his face covered in dust and soot. His black hair is scraggly and hasn’t been combed in weeks.
“You’re all filthy,” says the nanny, wobbling her round dwarfish body toward him.
He shrugs. “So? Nobody at school’s going to care.”
“Well, I care,” says the nanny on her way out the door. “Now hurry up or you’ll be sent to school without breakfast.”
Tick removes his shirt. The closet is filled with twenty-five matching school uniforms, five in each size. He is now on the largest sized suits, having outgrown the other twenty. Like Polly, he’ll probably be wearing these same suits for a very long time after he outgrows them. This doesn’t bother Tick, though. If he gets as big as Polly, he plans to construct his own clothes out of curtains and old pajamas.
“Breakfast is waiting,” the nanny calls from the tea room.
Changing into the cleanest uniform, which still isn’t all that clean, Tick crosses the hall into the tea room. The table is set for two people. In the center of the table is a display of fruits, yogurts, croissants, bacon, jelly, and soft boiled eggs. It is one of the six different breakfasts they are regularly served. There is also an arrangement of three juices: orange, grapefruit, and tomato. As well as two sodas: Dr. Pepper and Coca-Cola.
Tick grabs a piece of bacon from the serving platter and takes a bite, savoring the chewy smoked rubber flavor.
“Eat properly,” says Nanny Warburough, pointing at his seat as she leaves the tea room.
The nanny never eats with them. She uses the time to make their beds and clean up their rooms. She always calls Tick and Polly her “little piglets” because of how messy they are.
Tick fills a plate with food and sits at the table across from Polly. The teenage girl is like a giant sitting at the tea table designed for five-year-olds, her knees towering over the edge of the table. She’s like the giant-sized Alice from the old Wonderland books, but with antlers growing from the top of her green head.
“You’re upset,” Tick says to his big sister.
“No, I’m not.” Polly just stares at her plate as if she’s going to slam her face into her yogurt.
“I can always tell when you’re upset.”
“Shut up, Tick.”
Tick isn’t his real name. It’s actually Rick, but his sister always calls him Tick as an insult. She says he reminds her of a bug. Instead of being offended by the nickname, Tick decided he liked it. Now he wants everyone to always call him Tick all the time, even all the kids at school.
“Is it because Nanny told you that Mom and Dad are coming for you soon?” Tick asks.
Polly frowns, holding her miniature fork and spoon over her miniature breakfast plate and teacup.
“I’m so sick of waiting for them,” she says.
“Then stop waiting for them,” Tick says. He stabs his soft-boiled egg with a fork, causing an explosion of white and yellow goo across his plate. “Go to them instead. Leave the nursery and find them yourself.”
Polly sighs. “Are you crazy? I’d never be able to find them out there.”
“They live in this house somewhere,” Tick says. “If you went searching you’d find them eventually.”
“Nanny says this house is too big to ever find them no matter how much we look,” Polly says. “They live on the complete opposite side of the house.”
“So?” Tick says. “It’s better than waiting here for the rest of your life.”
“I’m not going to wait here for the rest of my life,” she says. “They’ll come for me eventually.”
“What if they forgot about you?” Tick says.
Polly goes quiet.
“If they forget about me when I’m too big for the nursery I’m going to go find them myself,” Tick says. “I don’t want to be stuck here forever. I want to see the rest of the house, maybe even leave the house to see the rest of the world.”
“I’m not leaving the nursery until they come,” Polly says.
“Why not?”
“Because it’s not allowed.”
“You’re just afraid of the creepers,” Tick says.
Polly goes quiet again. She doesn’t like to talk about the creepers.
“Have you ever even seen a creeper before?” Tick asks. “I think they’re made up.”
“Of course they’re not made up,” Polly says. “The whole house is full of them. Only the nursery is protected.”
“They’re not real,” Tick says. “Nanny just tells us the creepers are out there so we won’t leave the nursery.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just because you haven’t seen them doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”
“Have you seen them?”
“Yeah…”
“Liar.”
Tick dips a corner of his croissant into his runny egg and shovels it into his mouth.


When it’s time for school, Tick and Polly meet up in the teleport room.
“Do you have your homework drives?” asks Nanny Warburough.
The children give their memory cards to the nanny. She inserts them into the teleport system, sending the files off to their school computers.
“I get to sit next to Darcy today,” Tick says with a smile on his face.
“Who’s Darcy?” asks the nanny.
“I’ve told you about her a million times!” Tick says.
He doesn’t understand why the nanny forgets his girlfriend all the time. She’s been forgetful a lot lately.
“She’s the girl he has a crush on at school,” Polly says, strapping a teleport helmet around her forehead. “It’s so immature.”
“It’s not immature,” Tick says. “She’s my girlfriend.”
“You’re such an idiot.”
“Come on, Polly,” says the nanny. “I remember you having a crush on a school boy when you were his age.”
Polly rolls her eyes and lies down in the teleport bed. “I was an idiot, too.”
After the two children are in position, the nanny operates the teleport controls and their bodies go limp. Their minds go far away.


“Please, take your seats,” says the teacher as Tick materializes in his classroom.
Other children materialize from opposite corners of the classroom, one at a time. They all wear black uniforms matching Tick’s and all have very similar hairstyles and skin-tones. As always, everyone keeps their voices low and responds to the teacher obediently. Mr. Robertson is not very tolerant of disruptive students.
“This is no place for chit-chatting,” says Mr. Robertson to no one in particular, adjusting his wire-framed spectacles. “This is a place of learning.”
Tick sits down at his desk, waiting for Darcy to arrive. She’ll be sitting right next to him, sharing the same table space. There are three rows of desks and each desk is big enough for two people—a boy and a girl. It has been this way ever since kindergarten. Boys and girls work together as a two-person team, to prepare them for life as a married couple when they become adults. Naturally, the boys and girls want to be partnered with those they like best. It’s the first time Tick will actually be paired with Darcy—the girl he’s been in love with since the third grade.
As the class fills, the seat next to him remains empty.
“Is Darcy here yet?” he asks the couple in front of him.
The boy and girl just shrug in response.
Tick waits, watching the corners of the room for her to appear.
Darcy’s never been the prettiest girl in school according to anyone except for Tick, who’s always had a big crush on her. She has short Pepsi-blue hair and long bangs that cover one eye. Her skin color is a slightly darker shade than everyone else’s, yet smoother, shinier. She’s kind of short and a little too thin, but her dark black eyes glisten when she looks at him. She hardly ever smiles, but when she does her smile is bigger than anybody’s.
He always dreamed of being able to sit next to her. Yesterday she told Tick that he could hold her hand during class, maybe even the whole time as long as Mr. Robertson didn’t catch them. He’s now sitting at his desk, trembling with excitement. But Darcy has yet to arrive.
“I want you to change seats with me,” a voice says from behind.
Tick turns around. It’s Mike, the largest kid in the class. Tick’s never liked him. Ever since the first grade, the guy has always been a total jerk.
“What?” Tick says.
“I want to sit next to Darcy,” Mike says. “Go be partners with Tori.”
“No way,” Tick says. “I want to sit next to Darcy.”
Mike tugs on the back of Tick’s seat, pulling him away from his desk.
“Don’t be so selfish,” Mike says. “I deserve to sit next to her. She said she likes me.”
“No, she didn’t,” Tick says.
Tick knows he has to be lying. He can’t even believe Mike likes her, let alone her liking him. There’s never been competition for Darcy’s affection before. She’s always been Tick’s girl.
“How do you know?” Mike says. “We’re perfect for each other. Everyone knows that.”
“She’s my girlfriend!”
Mike just ignores the statement and pushes on the back of Tick’s chair, trying to tip him out of it.
“Get out,” Mike says, struggling to knock Tick to the ground.
Everyone stares at them.
“Michael, get back to your seat,” says Mr. Robertson.
“This is my seat,” Mike says. “He stole it from me.”
“No, I didn’t!”
“Just sit down,” says the teacher.
Mike lets go of the chair and goes to the back of the room to his seat next to the chubby girl with pigtails. When Tick looks back at him, the large boy whispers across the room, “You’re dead.”
Tick pokes both of his fingers up his nose and sticks out his tongue, giving him a goblin-like face.


After class begins, Darcy still hasn’t shown up. Tick becomes anxious, concerned.
“Mr. Robertson?” Tick asks the teacher. “Where’s Darcy?”
The teacher pauses. He’s not used to being interrupted by his students.
“She’s absent,” says the teacher.
“But she’s never absent,” Tick says.
“No interruptions,” says the teacher.
Tick looks at the computer screen on his desk but can’t concentrate on his studies. He’s worried about Darcy. Most children come to school even if they’re injured or not feeling well. It would have to be serious for her to miss class. Then Tick realizes there are a few other students missing. It’s strange. There have never been more than two people absent on the same day before and that only happens once a year at most. He wonders if the teleport device is malfunctioning.


By the time recess begins, Tick decides it would be best not to worry about Darcy for a while. Surely she will attend class tomorrow. He can ask her why she was absent then.
“Want to play basketball?” Justin asks Tick on the playground.
Justin is Tick’s best friend at school. He’s a lanky awkward kid with glasses and long hair. Everyone calls him Frog because he hops around a lot. He especially hops around a lot while playing basketball and is damned near impossible to beat one-on-one. They’ve been friends for a couple of years now, mostly because Tick is the only person who will ever dare play basketball with him.
“Sure,” Tick says.
Darcy usually watches them play basketball from the swings. That’s usually Tick’s favorite part of playing basketball these days. She’s always on the swings, cheering Tick on. It almost seems pointless to play without her watching.
“No three-pointers today,” Justin says.
“Fine.”
Justin bounces the basketball on the small concrete court and passes it to Tick. The playground isn’t very large. It is the same size as the classroom, only outdoor. It is half sand and half concrete. On the sand side, there are two slides, three swings, a merry-go-round, monkey bars, and a jungle-gym, all tightly packed together. On the concrete side there are two tetherball poles, a basketball net hanging from the side of the school building, and extra room for hopscotch, jump rope, or foursquare. A fifteen foot wall circles the yard. Only the cloudless blue sky can be seen beyond the wall.
“I’m on Frog’s team,” Mike says, stepping toward them on the court.
Tick sees the angry look in Mike’s eyes. He’s still pissed about earlier.
“You can’t play,” Tick says. “It’s one-on-one.”
“No, it’s two-on-one,” Mike says, grabbing the ball from Tick. “I’ll play if I want.”
Mike bounces the ball on the court. Tick lunges to get it back, but he dribbles it away from him.
“Give it back,” Tick says. “You can’t play.”
“What, are you going to tell the teacher like a baby?” Mike asks, focusing on the ball as he dribbles.
Justin steps in. “You can play if you find another person. I’d love to play two-on-two.”
Tick glares at Justin. His friend doesn’t know what he’s doing. Mike doesn’t want to play for fun. He just wants to play so that he can shove, elbow, and trip Tick in game, pretending it’s all on accident.
“If you want to play two-on-two you better find yourself a teammate,” Mike says to Tick.
Justin and Tick look around the playground. Everyone is busy jump-roping or climbing on bars.
“Nobody else plays basketball,” Tick says.
“What about Simon?” Justin asks. “He used to play sometimes.”
Tick freezes when he hears the name Simon. Nobody’s spoken his name in quite a while.
“Simon?” Tick asks, looking back toward the classroom door. “Are you kidding?”
“Go ask him,” Mike says.
Simon hasn’t gone out to recess all year. He hasn’t even said anything since fourth grade. He just sits in the back of the class, staring forward, never speaking. He doesn’t do any class work or ever get up from his seat. All he does is twitch and tremble in his chair, shaking uncontrollably.
“I’m not asking him,” Tick says. “He’s weird.”
The three boys look at Simon through the window. The boy is still shaking, his teeth chattering. It’s like he’s gone through some horrible psychological trauma and can’t snap out of it. Tick was once friends with the boy when they were younger. He has no idea what caused him to change like that.
“What’s wrong with him?” Tick says.
“Are you going to ask him or not?” Mike says.
“I’m sure he’d play if you asked,” Justin says.
The weirdest part about Simon is how nobody ever speaks about him. Not the teacher, not the other students. He’s like a ghost that only Tick can see, haunting the back of the class. Nobody has ever mentioned why he just sits there trembling like that. Mike and Justin are the first people to even mention Simon’s name in a long time, and even they don’t seem to be acknowledging his creepy behavior.
“Ask him yourself,” Tick says. “I’m not going near that kid.”
“Then I guess it’s two-on-one,” Mike says, holding the ball over his head so Justin can’t reach. “Me and Frog against you.”
“Two-on-one isn’t fair,” Justin says. “It has to be two-on-two or one-on-one.”
“How about none-on-none?” Mike says.
He tosses the basketball with all his strength, hurling it over the wall into the blue sky.
“Hey!” Justin cries, as his ball disappears.
“You’re such a jerk, Mike,” Tick says.
Mike shoves Tick as he walks away from the court.
“I’m sitting in your seat tomorrow,” Mike tells Tick. “If I see you sitting there when I get to class it’ll be your head I throw over the wall.”
Then he pushes a kid off the swing just to watch him fall face-down in the sand.


“What are we going to do?” Justin says.
He almost has tears in his eyes. He loves basketball so much and that was the only ball they had at the school.
“We should go get it,” Tick says.
“How?” Justin asks.
Tick knows there has to be a way to get the ball back. He just has to get to the other side of the wall. But he has no idea how to do that. There are no doors leading beyond the wall. The playground is completely enclosed. The only door leads into the classroom and the classroom has no exits. The school is just a room and a playground with one door connecting the two. Children teleport in and out when they come and go. The only sign of a world outside of the school is the bright blue sky.
“Let’s try to climb the wall,” Tick says.
“We’re not allowed,” Justin says.
“Help me climb up the basketball net,” Tick says.
Justin sighs and goes along with him. He lets Tick use him as a stepladder to pull himself up onto the basketball hoop, one leg dangling through the net. The other kids on the playground stop what they’re doing to watch.
“You shouldn’t go over the wall,” Justin says.
Tick slowly stands up, balancing himself with the backboard. From this height, Tick’s head is level with the top of the wall. He can’t see anything beyond it yet.
“I don’t care if I get in trouble,” Tick says.
“But it’s dangerous,” Justin says.
“Why is it dangerous?” Tick asks. “Are there creepers out there?”
“What are creepers?” Justin asks.
Tick looks down on him.
“You’ve never heard of creepers?” he asks.
Justin shrugs.
“You know, the things that hide in the shadows,” Tick says. “You don’t have creepers in the hallways outside your nursery?”
Justin doesn’t know what he’s talking about.
“I’ve never left my nursery before,” Justin says. “I don’t know what’s outside of it.”
Tick climbs down from the basketball net before the teacher sees what he’s doing. He wants to talk to Justin face-to-face.
“So you’ve really never heard of the creepers?” Tick asks.
Justin shrugs. “Never.”
Tick wonders if he was right about them. He wonders if the creepers don’t actually exist at all and are just something Nanny Warburough made up so that he’d never leave the nursery.
“Are they monsters?” Justin asks.
“I don’t know,” Tick says. “My nanny says they’re dangerous.”
Justin gives him an odd face, as if he’s speaking like a crazy person.
“Forget about it,” Tick says. “They probably don’t even exist.”



CHAPTER TWO


Tick has spent years imagining what his parents actually look like. He expends countless hours drawing hundreds of pictures of them on the tea room table, concentrating as hard as he can to capture their true likeness. He believes that somewhere deep in his subconscious he knows exactly what they look like and if he just draws pictures of moms and dads enough times eventually one of his drawings will ignite that hidden knowledge.
The crude drawings are scattered all over the nursery, hung on walls and ceilings, stuffed under furniture, hidden in the crawlspace, stacked on every bookshelf in the library. Tick still isn’t quite sure what they look like even after so many drawings, but he is pretty sure his father has short black hair and glasses like his teacher. He thinks his mother most likely has green hair, like his sister’s.
He imagines his mother looks a lot like Polly, only taller, smarter, stronger, prettier, and her antlers probably reach all the way to the ceiling. And if he met her he knows she would always be happy and never complain about anything or hurt him just for going in her room. She would be nice to him all the time, always.
Polly often tells Tick that their mom is probably old like Nanny Warburough, but Tick can’t imagine she would look anything like the old woman. The nanny is short, fat, ugly, and doesn’t even have antlers at all anymore. She is the complete opposite of what their real mom would look like.
Because the nanny is too old and Polly is too young, Tick imagines his mother looks more like the women in the library. Many of the books he’s read, or tried to read, are full of images of adult women. None of them have antlers or green hair—Nanny Warburough says the books in the library come from a much older time, before women had antlers—but he can imagine any of them as his mother.
He used to like to color in all the books, drawing green hair and antlers on the pictures of adult women. Nanny Warburough would be furious whenever he did that. She always told him that books are too important to color in. Tick never understood why, but he doesn’t draw in the books anymore. He only uses the pictures as reference for his own drawings.
If only his parents had left pictures of themselves with Nanny Warburough Tick wouldn’t be so obsessed. But it’s something that’s always on his mind.
“Who are these people that made me?” Tick always says. “What do they look like? Why can’t they come see us?”
Nanny always tells him, “They are very important people. They are too busy to see you.”
“Not even for a few minutes?”
“Not even for a few minutes.”
“But what do they do on the other side of the house all the time? What is it that’s so important that we aren’t to be involved in their lives until we grow up?”
“It’s just how parents are these days,” the nanny always says, “especially your parents.”
“But I want to know what they’re like. I have to know.”
“It’s a big house. It would be too troublesome to come all the way over here just to satisfy a child’s curiosity.” Then the nanny always says, “You’ll see them some day, when you grow up. They’ll be ready for you by that time. And you’ll become a significant part of their lives from that day forward.”
Tick never argues with her beyond that, but it’s still not enough to satisfy him. He still feels the need to draw their pictures on a regular basis. It’s the closest he can come to being with them.


Tick pushes a button on the tea-room table. The center of the tabletop opens and platters of hot food rise to the surface. There is sliced ham, mustard, macaroni and cheese, peas and carrots, fruit cups, milk and Coca Cola Classic. It is one of the eleven dinners they are served.
“Where does all the food come from?” Tick asks, staring into the opening on the table as the food is served.
“From inside the table,” Polly says. “Don’t be stupid.”
“But who makes it?”
“Nobody makes it.”
“Well, somebody has to.”
Nanny Warburough enters the tea room and wipes dirt from Tick’s face with a wet napkin.
“Nanny, where does the food come from?” Tick asks her.
“The machines below make it,” says the nanny. “It’s all automated.”
“You mean machines like the laundry machine?”
“Yeah, like the laundry machine. Only instead of cleaning clothes the machines cook food. They were programmed a very long time ago.”
Tick takes a bite from a slice of ham.
“I like the cooking machines,” Tick says, smiling. “They’re nice.”
The nanny rubs Tick’s head and leaves the room.
“A cooking machine isn’t nice,” Polly says. “It’s just a machine.”
“I think it’s nice. It makes us lots of food.”
“You think all machines are nice.”
“Most of them are,” Tick says. “Except the baby machine. I don’t like that one. The baby machine is mean.”
“It’s mean?” Polly snickers.
“It’s a jerk.”
“Why is it a jerk?”
Polly laughs at the serious look on her brother’s face.
“It scares me.”
“How do you know what the baby machine even looks like?” Polly asks. “You’re not allowed in the baby room.”
“I can see it from the crawlspace. I think the devil made that machine.”
“You should stay away from the baby room,” Polly says. “Creepers might get in through the baby tunnel.”
“I never saw any creepers.”
“But they might have seen you.”
“Creepers aren’t even real. At school, I mentioned the creepers to Justin but he’s never heard of them before.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course they’re real.”
“I don’t believe in them.”
“Why don’t you believe in them?”
“Do you? I’ve never seen them before. How can I believe in anything I’ve never seen?”
“You’ve never seen Mom and Dad either,” Polly says. “You don’t believe in Mom and Dad?”
“Of course I believe in Mom and Dad.”
“But not the creepers?”
“No.”
“If you don’t believe in them then go out in the corridor and see what happens.”
Tick pauses. His eyes shift downward. He’s never gone into the corridor before.
“Are you scared?” Polly says. “If you don’t believe in creepers then what’s there to be afraid of?”
“Nothing,” Tick says. “It’s just dark out there.”
“Then bring a light with you,” Polly says. “You’ll be fine if creepers don’t exist.”
“They don’t exist.”
“Prove it.”
“I will.”
“Then go out in the corridor.”
“I will.”
“Right now?”
“Right now.”


Tick has only looked outside of the nursery twice in his life. The first time was because Polly had lit one of her dolls on fire and Nanny Warburough needed to air the smoke out of the nursery. Although there was no light in the corridor, Tick swore he saw faces out there, things moving in the dark. Nanny Warburough convinced him it was only the smoke twisting in the shadows, causing him to see horrible things that weren’t really there.
“There’s the door,” Polly says, pointing at the nursery exit. “Go outside if you want to prove creepers don’t exist.”
Tick stares at the exit. The door is larger than any of the other doors in the nursery. It’s made of wood but reinforced with heavy iron. Metal latches and locks line the frame from floor to ceiling.
“I’ll prove it,” Tick says, going slowly toward the door.
The second time Tick saw outside the nursery he was by himself. It was late and he was supposed to be asleep, but he had a dream that his parents were visiting the nursery and the idea forced him to wake. Unable to tell reality from his dream, he stumbled through the dark toward the nursery exit, excited to see his parents for the first time. But nobody was there. His parents were nowhere in sight. His sister and Nanny Warburough were asleep in their rooms. But the nursery door was wide open. He had no idea who could have opened it.
The hallway outside of the nursery looked ancient. It seemed like nobody had been out there in a hundred years. He went toward the door, about to peek around the corner, but something stopped him. A scratching sound echoed down the hallway, like rusty nails clawing against the chalkboards. The sound grew louder, creeping down the corridor toward the nursery entrance. Tick slammed the door shut and ran back to his room.
At the time, it was proof to him that creepers did exist. But now he’s not so sure. He’s convinced he just dreamed the whole thing. He was most likely half-asleep and just imagined it all. There’s no other explanation for the nursery door being open like that.
“Where’s Nanny?” Tick asks his sister, making sure he doesn’t get into trouble if he leaves the nursery.
“Doing laundry,” Polly says. “Don’t worry. She won’t be able to hear you over the machines.”
Tick nods and goes to the door. He pries the first latch open. It’s stiff and rusted shut. To lift the latch, he has to pull with all his strength until his knuckles turn white and the tips of his fingernails bend backward. It seems as if nobody has opened the door in decades. After only three latches, he has to give his sore hands a rest.
“Are you going to come with me?” Tick asks, shaking his fingers in the air.
Polly snickers. “Too scared to go out there on your own?”
“No, I just thought you might want to see what’s out there.”
“Prove there are no creepers out there and maybe I’ll follow you,” she says.
It takes a while, but Tick manages to open all of the locks and latches. When he pulls on the doorknob, the door doesn’t open.
“What’s wrong?” Polly asks.
“It’s stuck,” Tick says.
He positions his foot against the wall next to the handle and pushes off, but the door won’t budge.
“You’re so weak,” Polly says. “Let me do it.”
His big sister goes to the doorknob and pulls while Tick uses two of the lower latches as handles. They shove off against the wall until they hear a loud cracking noise.
The second the door bursts open a gust of musty air fills their lungs. A cloud of dust rises. An odor like sweaty gloves hits their nostrils.


Polly and Tick poke their heads outside of the nursery like turtles from their shells. There are no lights in the corridor. It is just a long hallway going to the right and left. They only see fifteen feet in each direction before the passage disappears into the darkness.
“It smells…” Polly complains. Then she sneezes against her wrist as she breathes dust into her nose.
The stale gray carpet on the hallway floor clashes with the bright blue carpeting of the nursery. There are two paintings on the walls outside, but they are so coated in cobwebs that Tick can’t make out what the paintings are supposed to be. They just look like paintings of rocks in mud.
“What do you think that door leads to?” Tick whispers, pointing down the hall.
Polly squints her eyes. Just before the hallway becomes too dark to see, there is a door. Tick could tell by her uneasy expression that this is the first time she’s ever looked into the corridor before.
“It must lead to another part of the house,” Polly whispers back.
“Is it somebody’s room?” Tick says.
Polly shrugs.
Tick leans into the hall as far as he can without leaving the doorway. “Do you think somebody lives in there?”
“Like who?”
“Nanny said that besides Mom and Dad there are also some servants that live in this house somewhere. Maybe it’s a maid’s room.”
There is no light coming from beneath the door. It probably hasn’t been opened in years.
“Nobody else lives on this side of the house,” Polly says. “If a maid really did live in that room this hallway would surely be kept much cleaner than this.”
“But what if somebody does? Maybe we even have grandparents that live out here somewhere.”
“It’s probably just an empty guest room or used for storage.”
“I want to go see,” Tick says.
He steps out of the nursery.
“Don’t go out there.”
Polly tries to grab him and pull him back, but he slips out of her reach too quickly.
“I’m just going to knock,” Tick says.
He moves away from the nursery entrance, squinting his eyes to see in the dark.
“Come back here,” Polly whispers as loud as she can.
Tick doesn’t listen.
“There’s probably creepers in there,” Polly says.
The further down the hallway Tick goes, the more his eyes adjust to the dark. The hallway goes another twenty feet and then ends. There are two more doors in that direction, leading to other rooms. Tick wonders what could possibly be behind all of these doors he’s never seen before.
When he arrives at the closest door to the nursery, he smiles up at it like a birthday present. The wood is old and worn with several scratches across the surface like a tall cat was trying to get inside. The brass doorknob is in the shape of a sleeping swan. Tick rubs his finger along the swan’s curled neck, removing a thick layer of dust.
“Get away from there,” Polly says.
Tick looks back to see his sister in a panic. Even from that distance, he could see her eyes trembling, her fingers twitching against the doorframe, her weight rapidly shifting from foot to foot.
He raises his hand to knock.
“Don’t do it,” Polly cries.
Tick knocks three times. The sound rumbles the door and echoes through the hallway. Polly hears the echo continue on, out of the corridor, deep into the other sections of the house far away from the nursery.
Polly ducks back inside the doorway as Tick knocks three more times. These knocks are louder than the first and the echo travels so far that Polly thinks even their parents might hear it.
“Is anybody in there?” Tick says.
No one answers.
Polly closes the nursery entrance halfway. “If you don’t come back I’m locking you out here.”
Tick puts his ear to the door.
“I’ll leave you in the dark,” she cries. She doesn’t bother keeping her voice down anymore.
Tick listens carefully at the door. There is a sound coming from within, but it doesn’t sound like a person. It sounds more like a tree branch scratching against glass as it’s blown in the wind.
“Hello?” Tick says.
He knocks twice more.
The scratching sound grows louder.
“Tick, come on,” Polly yells. “I’m closing it!”
As she squeezes the door shut, leaving it open only a crack so her brother can hear her voice, the light in the hallway fades. The corridor is swallowed by shadows. Tick finds himself alone in the dark.
Putting one hand around the swan-shaped doorknob, he says “I’m coming in.” Then he turns the handle.
The second he opens the door to the strange room, Polly closes the door to the nursery. He hears her closing up the latches, locking him out in the corridor. But Tick is only in total darkness for a moment. A faint brown light illuminates a section of the room.
“Hello?” he says.
It is not much larger than his bedroom in the nursery. He can make out a bed, larger than any he’s ever seen before. There is also a dresser and other cabinets. There is a wide closet on the far side of the room, a door to what could be a bathroom, but no other exits.
Tick can’t tell where the brown light is coming from. The source seems to be on the floor somewhere, behind the bed. The light grows brighter and darker, changing color from brown to yellow to red to blue, like holiday lights.
As Tick steps into the room, the scratching noise returns. It’s like metal scraping against metal. The noise surrounds him, slicing the insides of his ears. He doesn’t see anything, but he feels as if there’s something in there with him, hiding in the shadows behind the furniture.
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Tick says to the shadows.
He backs into the hallway and grabs the swan-shaped doorknob. But before he closes the door, something in the room pushes on it, slamming it shut. The force throws Tick back, knocking him to the floor.
Another slamming noise shakes the ground, coming from down the hallway. Then a rattling sound as doorknobs jiggle throughout the corridor. There are things in the rooms all around him, trying to break into the hallway to get him.
Light pours in as Nanny Warburough charges out of the nursery, carrying a flashlight.
“Are you crazy?” the stumpy woman cries as she speeds down the passage toward the boy.
Tick gets to his feet, his clothes covered in a thick layer of dust from the floor.
“Get out of here quickly,” says the nanny.
She drags him by the arm, pulling him back to the nursery. All the doors in the hall rattle and shake.
Tick’s tears sting his eyes. “What’s happening? What’s making that sound?” But the nanny doesn’t hear him over all the screeching and scraping noises.


After they’re back inside the nursery, Nanny Warburough barricades the door, closing every latch firmly into place.
“How many times have I told you not to go out there, child?” the nanny says as she locks the door. “Now the creepers know we’re in here.”
Polly and Tick hide around the corner, peeking their heads into the entry room. The nanny waves Tick over to her.
“Don’t just stand there, help me,” she says. “This is your fault.”
Tick goes to the door and helps her with the lower locks.
“What were you thinking?” she cries.
“I didn’t think they were real,” Tick says.
“Of course they are real,” Polly shouts from the hallway.
“But they seem so made up, like a fairy tale. And my friend at school never heard of them before.”
The nanny pulls Tick away the second they finish locking the door.
“They are very, very real,” she says.
The scraping noises grow louder down the hallway, like hundreds of deranged creatures are trying to claw their way inside.


Nanny Warburough sits both children down in the tea room.
“You will never do this again,” she tells them, leaning over the table, staring each of them in the eyes. “Neither of you. This is not a game. You must never leave the nursery until your parents come for you. It’s just not safe.”
Tick is too shocked that creepers actually exist to be sorry for what he’s done. It’s almost as exciting as it is scary. He has so many questions.
“What are they?” Tick asks.
“It doesn’t matter what they are,” says the nanny. “They’re dangerous.”
“But what do they want? Are they trying to eat us?”
“You’re too young to understand,” the nanny says. “When you’re older your parents will explain them to you.”
“Are they monsters? Like the vampires from the old horror books in the library?”
“Not exactly,” says the nanny. “Just stay away from them. This is serious.”
“I understand,” Tick says, staring down at his filthy hands.
“No,” the nanny says. “I don’t think you understand quite how serious this is yet.”
She holds Tick by his shoulders and looks him closely in the eyes. Her fat heavy fingers squeeze him so tightly they bruise the skin.
“I have something to tell you that I’ve never mentioned before,” she tells him. Then she looks at his sister. “Polly was only two years old at the time. She wouldn’t even remember, but she was there. She saw it happen.”
An apprehensive look crosses Polly’s face. It’s as if her subconscious already knows what the nanny is about to say.
“You both had an older brother. His name was Roger.” The nanny looks away for a moment and licks her wrinkled gray lips. “He was seven years old when the creepers took him. I never told you about him because I didn’t want it to upset you. He was such a sweet, polite child.”
Polly remembers having a brother. In her dreams, he was always there, playing with her and teaching her new things. She never spoke about him out loud, but in the back of her mind she always knew he was real.
“The creepers took him while he was sleeping,” says the nanny. “They came into the nursery and snatched him from his bed. By the time I woke, he was gone. All that was left was a trail of blood leading from his bedroom into the corridor. I thought they took Polly as well until I found her hiding under the study table in the library.”
Polly’s eyes are dark red and dripping. She jumps to her feet, throwing away the tiny tea room chair she was squeezed into, and storms out of the room. She doesn’t remember any of those details exactly, but she doesn’t want to hear anymore.
“I don’t get it,” Tick says to Nanny Warburough, when they are alone. “How did they get in? You’ve always said the nursery is protected from them.”
“It’s safer in the nursery,” says the nanny. “But, really, nowhere is safe. Because the nursery has power, the creepers stay away. Creepers don’t like the light. It makes them disappear. But the day Roger was taken, the power in the nursery went out. It happens from time to time. The lights go out. Then nobody is safe from the creepers.”
Tick remembers the power going out a few times in the past. Whenever it happened, the nanny would take them into the playroom and lock them inside. Then she would work on the machines in the baby room until the power came back on. Now Tick understands why she acted so nervously whenever the lights were out. He always thought she was just afraid of the dark.
“Even Mom and Dad?” Tick asks.
Nanny Warburough is taken aback by his question.
“Well, no but…” she begins.
“Is that why they’ve never come for Polly?” Tick asks. “Did the creepers get them?”
“Of course not,” the nanny says. “That’s not it at all.”
“But it’s possible, isn’t it?” Tick asks.
The nanny shakes her head. “No, it’s not possible. Your parents are strong. They know how to protect themselves from creepers. It’s mostly children who are vulnerable.”
The nanny stands Tick up and wipes the dust from his clothes. She takes him to his bedroom, changes him into his pajamas, and tucks him into his bed.
“Now do you understand the serious situation you’re in?” she asks him.
Tick nods up at her, staring into her beady black eyes behind her big rosy cheeks.
“You were lucky today,” she says. “In the future, you won’t be so lucky. The house we live in is a very dangerous place. You should never leave the nursery again.”
Tick closes his eyes. He promises he’ll never leave the nursery again. He’s not even sure if he’ll ever be able to sleep in the dark again.



CHAPTER THREE


Tick’s mother visits him in the middle of the night. As she enters his room, she does not look like a real woman. She is made of paper and crayon, like one of his drawings brought to life. But even though she’s just a crudely drawn picture Tick always believes she is the real thing. He can’t tell that she’s only a figment of his imagination.
“Hi, Mom,” Tick says to her.
The paper mom sits down on the bed next to him. She leans in and kisses him on his cheek, her hollow paper lips pressing gently against his skin.
“Hello, my darling,” she says. Her squiggly red blob lips move out of sync with her voice. “How was your day today?”
Her eyes are just two sloppily drawn sideways ovals. The pupils—two tiny asterisks—roll awkwardly within the ovals whenever she looks at him. The crooked eyelashes come together like miniature fireworks whenever she blinks.
“Not very good,” Tick tells her. “Darcy, the girl I like, wasn’t in class today. I think she was sick, but that doesn’t make sense. She’s never sick. I’m worried about her.”
Then she rubs her crinkled fingers through his scraggly hair.
“Don’t worry, my darling,” she tells him. “I’m sure she’s just fine.”
As she caresses him, her paper fingers make loud scraping noises across his scalp.
“But what if she never comes back? What if she was expelled from school?”
“She’ll be back,” she says. “You’ll see.”
An edge of one of her fingernails slices against his forehead and gives him a paper cut. Tick flinches only for a second, but it doesn’t bother him much. He’s just happy to be with her.
“But even if she comes back I’m worried about Mike,” Tick says. “He’s the school bully. He says he’s in love with Darcy and that Darcy loves him too.”
Tick wipes away the blood dribbling down his forehead. Then his paper mom cuts him again when she kisses his cheek. It is not unusual for Tick to be cut many times when his mother visits him. She is made of paper. She can’t help herself.
“He’s lying,” says the paper mom. “Don’t worry about him. Darcy loves only you.”
“But I thought I was the only one who loved Darcy.”
“Darcy is a beautiful girl. I’m sure many boys will want to be Darcy’s boyfriend. But she loves only you. I know she does.”
“But what should I do about Mike? He says I’m dead if I sit next to her again.”
“You can’t let him take her away from you.”
“But what if he wants to fight me?”
“Sometimes you have to fight for those you love. Don’t give her up without a fight.”
“Okay,” he says, smiling up at her big paper face. “Thanks, Mom.”
Blood trickles from the cuts on his face, but he doesn’t care. He loves his paper mom so much. Whenever he’s with her, all of his problems always disappear. He’s not worried about Darcy or Mike anymore. He’s not worried about the creepers invading the nursery. He’s at peace with everything in the universe.
When he hugs her goodbye, he squeezes her so tightly that her hip crumples into a ball.
“I love you, Mommy,” Tick says.


“What did you just say?”
Nanny Warburough stands over the boy, pushing him awake as he reaches out for her, trying to give her a hug. When the boy’s eyes open, the crayon-drawn face of his mother transforms into the face of his nanny.
“Huh?” Tick asks, entering consciousness.
“Did you just say you love me?” the nanny asks.
She is angry. Her hand is in the air as if she’s ready to slap him.
“I’m sorry,” Tick says. “I didn’t know it was you.”
She smacks him on the forehead twice before he can cover his eyes.
“How many times have I told you not to use that word?” says the nanny, slapping his hands that attempt to shield his face. “First, you leave the nursery and now this? What’s gotten into you, child?”
“I was only dreaming,” Tick cries, pushing himself into the corner of his bed. “Don’t hit me again.”
“You know the rules,” says the nanny. “You never hug me, you never call me mommy, and you never ever say I love you.”
Tick pulls the blanket over his face and cries. The nanny smacks the top of his head three more times through the blanket and then she backs away.
“Never do that ever again,” she says, her voice clearly upset. “Now get ready for school. You’re going to be late.”
When she’s gone, Tick yells, “I didn’t say it to you. I was dreaming about my mom!”
But he’s not sure if she even heard him.
As Tick changes from his pajamas into his school uniform, he curses Nanny Warburough for not listening to him. He doesn’t curse her for hitting him, though. He knows she hates hitting him more than anything, but she has no choice. Those are the rules his parents gave to her. Any sign of affection must be answered with physical punishment.
He doesn’t understand why it is such an important rule that he never tells the nanny that he loves her. He now understands why he shouldn’t leave the nursery, but this rule makes no sense.
Nanny Warburough says the rule was made so that Tick and Polly would not view her as a mother figure. She is a caretaker and nothing more. When they grow up and leave the nursery, they will never see the nanny ever again. Their love would be wasted on her. Instead, they are to focus all of their love on their real parents. Nanny always tells Tick that his parents are very jealous parents and that he is not allowed to love any other parents more than they. Even though he has never met them, he must still love them with all his heart.
Tick does love his parents with all his heart, but he also loves Nanny Warburough. Even if he never says it out loud, he will always love her. He dreads the day when she will leave his life forever.


Tick arrives in the classroom at the same time as Mike. They both look at each other, on opposite corners of the room. Then Tick runs for his seat. Mike tries to beat him there, cutting through the middle aisle, but Tick is faster.
“What are you doing in my seat?” Mike yells. “I told you I’m sitting here.”
Tick looks up at the teacher.
“Mr. Robertson, tell Mike to stop trying to steal my desk,” Tick asks.
“Please, take your seats,” Mr. Robertson says to them.
Mike steps back, glaring at Tick.
“This is no place for chit-chatting,” says Mr. Robertson. Then he adjusts his wire-framed spectacles. “This is a place of learning.”
Mike shoves Tick when Mr. Robertson looks away.
“Telling the teacher on me?” Mike says. “You’re so dead.”
When Mike goes back to his seat, Mr. Robertson begins class. Darcy has not yet arrived. Tick looks around the room, wondering where she could be, but she’s nowhere to be seen. She’s absent for the second day in a row. Not only that, but almost half the class is missing. Nobody seems to notice except for Tick.
“Where is everyone?” Tick asks the teacher, raising his hand.
The teacher looks around the room.
“What do you mean?” he asks.
“The other students. What happened to them?”
“They’re all absent,” says the teacher.
“So many of them?” Tick asks.
“No interruptions,” says the teacher.
There are only about twelve kids left in the class. Mike and Justin are among them. As Tick looks around the room, he realizes there is something wrong with many of the other kids still present. Simon, the weird kid who sits in the back of the room, is no longer the only jittery kid in the class. Rebecca, the girl who normally sits next to Simon, also trembles and shakes in her seat as she takes notes. Samantha, who sits on the opposite end of the row, jerks her head crazily from time to time, as if she is being electrocuted every three minutes. And Tori, the girl who sits next to Mike, is facing backward in her seat, taking notes and staring intently at the back wall of the class as if she’s mistaken it for the white board.
Tick wonders what’s wrong with them. It’s like they are all mentally ill. He wonders if it’s a sickness that is spreading throughout the class, causing many of his classmates to stay home from school. Looking at Samantha jerking her head, her eyes jolting in circles in their sockets, Tick becomes very afraid. He really does not want to contract such a horrible disease.


At recess, Tick goes to Justin and asks him if he knows anything about why so many students haven’t been coming to school and what’s going on with all the jittery weird kids.
“I don’t know,” Justin says, more focused on bouncing his basketball on the playground pavement.
“Do you think they’re all sick?” Tick asks. “Nanny says people hardly ever get sick anymore.”
Justin shoots a basket.
“It’s probably just a coincidence,” Justin says.
Just like with Simon, he doesn’t acknowledge the strange behavior of the other students.
“I’m worried the creepers might have gotten them,” Tick says. “Nanny told me how dangerous they are. They kill kids in their sleep and take their bodies away.”
Justin doesn’t acknowledge the conversation when Tick mentions the creepers, focused more on retrieving his basketball and bouncing it on the pavement.
“It’s true,” Tick continues. “My older brother was taken away by them when Polly was little. They killed him. What if the creepers are killing all the other kids? What if they killed Darcy?”
Justin throws the ball at the basket, but misses. It bounces off the backboard. He isn’t paying attention to Tick at all. It is as if he’s purposely ignoring him, as if deep down he knows all about the creepers but refuses to admit they exist.
“Nanny says they can get inside of nurseries when the power goes out,” Tick says. “If the power went out in a lot of nurseries a lot of kids might have died.”
Justin doesn’t want to hear anymore.
He says, “Are we going to play or what?”
Tick realizes he’s not going to get anywhere with Justin. He wonders if it really is creepers. The weird jittery kids make him think it is probably a disease that’s going around, but they might not be acting weird because they are diseased. They might be acting weird because they are traumatized by the creepers invading their nurseries.
“Wait a minute…” Tick has an odd revelation as he watches Justin bouncing the basketball. “Where did that ball come from?”
“What do you mean?” Justin asks.
“Is that a new basketball?”
“No,” Justin says.
“Yesterday, Mike threw it over the wall, remember? How did we get it back?”
Justin shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe Mr. Robertson retrieved it.”
“But how did he get to it? There are no doors that lead beyond the wall.”
“Maybe somebody on the other side of the wall threw it back,” Justin says.
Tick looks at the wall. He imagines who could have been on the other side to throw it back.
“Do people even live on the other side of the wall?” Tick asks. “I’ve never heard any sounds coming through the wall. No voices. How do we know anyone is there?”
Justin shoots a basket.
“Who cares?” he says. “Let’s just play.”
Tick agrees and Justin passes him the ball. He dribbles three times, but then he notices Mike coming toward him. The large boy has an angry look on his face, as if he plans to pound Tick to a pulp.
“Sorry, Justin,” Tick says, passing the ball back to his friend. “I think I’m going to go home early.”
“Really? No way,” Justin doesn’t seem to notice the danger Tick’s in.
Tick moves in the opposite direction as Mike, toward the classroom.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Tick says to Justin.
Then he runs into the class and teleports home.



CHAPTER FOUR


Polly screams and rams her antlers into the toy box. Her face is red, her teeth grinding. She smashes a toy train against the floor and then charges forward, driving her horn-like appendages into the wall. The room is a disaster area. All the wallpaper is slashed, the doors covered in holes, broken toys scattered across the carpet. Plaster dust covers the girl’s dress.
“What’s wrong with her?” Tick asks Nanny Warburough.
The boy is under the study table in the library, hiding from his sister as she rips apart the nursery and attacks everything in her path. She foams at the mouth, growling, shrieking. She’s gone completely insane.
“She’s a woman now,” says the nanny. “All adult women behave this way when they’re in heat.”
The Nanny ducks under the table and wraps her stubby arms around the boy. He closes his eyes and eases into her embrace. Even though he is not allowed to hug the nanny, she is allowed to hold him if she needs to calm him down, though she never refers to it as a hug.
Nanny says, “Don’t worry. Her fit will pass soon.”
Tick doesn’t understand how somebody can become so enraged so quickly. Nanny never told him about any of the changes his sister would go through. He never knew she would grow to be so tall. He never knew she would grow horrible tree-like bones out of her head. He never knew she would become so violent and lust to break everything in her path.
“These fits will become increasingly more frequent,” says the nanny. “But they’ll never last much longer than an hour. You’ll have to get used to them.”
“I don’t like her when she’s like this,” Tick says.
“She’s locked in the toy room,” says the nanny. “She can’t hurt you.”
Polly’s screams and the sounds of antlers scraping against plaster echo through the library. It’s as if she’s in terrible pain.
The nanny continues, “Usually, women have medication they can take to calm themselves during the peak of their estrous cycle, but we have none here. The nursery was not designed for adult women.”
Tick cries, “She’s breaking all the toys…”
The nanny holds him to her pudgy chest and he weeps into her neck skin. “Forget about the toys. It doesn’t matter. They aren’t living things.”
Tick covers his ears and tries not to listen. He already has to worry about the creepers and whatever is causing the other students at school to go missing, but now he has to worry about his own sister attacking him while she’s in heat. He wishes his sister would go back to normal. He wishes she never grew up.


Tick doesn’t recognize the dinner. He pushed the button to call the food up from the table as he does every evening, expecting to get chicken and dumplings which was next on rotation. But what has come out of the table is something completely different. It’s not one of the eleven dinners that he is regularly served.
“What is it?” Tick asks.
Polly doesn’t respond. She hasn’t said anything since the violent episode in the toy room, too exhausted to even keep her eyes open for more than two minutes at a time. Her green hair hanging in her face. Her cheek leaning on her sweat-drenched shoulder.
“Is it even food?” Tick asks, using a fork to poke at a spiky piece of meat on the serving platter.
Polly drools onto the side of the table.
Tick yells to Nanny Warburough in the next room. “Nanny, the food’s wrong!”
Nanny Warburough comes into the tea room to see what the fuss is about.
“See,” Tick says. “It’s all weird and messed up.”
The nanny inspects the children’s dinner carefully. Instead of the chicken and dumplings they were supposed to get, the food is a mash-up of several different meals, including meatloaf, crab legs, tapioca pudding, croissants and artichokes. It’s like a surreal alien sculpture of food.
“Huh…” Nanny says. She pokes the sculpture with a knife and horseradish sauce oozes out like a waterfall. “The food machines must be malfunctioning. I’ll have to fix them in the morning before breakfast.”
“But what about dinner?” Tick asks.
The nanny scoops the strange goop onto a plate and slides it in front of Polly’s face.
“You’ll eat this,” she says, as she prepares him a plate of the grotesque meal.
“I’m not going to eat that,” Tick cries. “It’s disgusting.”
The nanny puts the meal in front of him.
“It is all you have to eat until breakfast tomorrow,” says the nanny. “You can eat this or starve.”
“But how am I supposed to eat this?” Tick points at the food. The crab claws and artichoke parts of the food look like the face of a ravenous creature staring up at him. “It looks like it wants to eat me.”
The nanny pays no attention to the child’s whining.
“It’s perfectly safe to eat,” she says, as she leaves the tea room. “All of the ingredients were properly cooked. Just imagine you are eating several meals at the same time.”
A bubble of hot mayonnaise pops, squirting out of a meaty round growth on the top of the alien food. Tick decides it would be better to skip eating until breakfast.
Polly doesn’t seem to mind the oddness of the food, scooping it into her mouth like a machine.
“How can you eat that?” Tick asks her.
“Hungry…” she says, between bites.
“But it’s so gross,” Tick says.
“Don’t care. Need food.”
Tick can’t watch her as she slurps down squirming creamy meat bubbles from her plate. But the more she eats, the less exhausted she looks. It’s helping her regain her strength.
“You’re scary when you’re in heat,” Tick says to her.
Then she glares at him as if threatening to kill him dead if he ever speaks to her about what she did in the toy room. Tick decides it would be best to forget it even happened.


Tick wakes to a scratching sound coming from the vent above his bed. He blinks twice, trying to adjust to the darkness of his room. There is another scratching sound, closer and more piercing. Something is inside of the crawlspace, lurking between the walls of the nursery.
Then he realizes the nanny was right. The creepers really can enter the crawlspace. He’s not sure how they got inside, because if the crawlspaces did connect to a passage leading outside of the nursery he would have investigated it years ago. But it has to be a creeper. The sounds are identical to those he heard in the corridor.
“Don’t worry, my darling,” says a muffled voice from below.
Tick’s paper mom crawls out from under his bed and turns on his nightlight.
“The creepers can’t get you inside of here,” she says. “Not with the light on.”
She rolls into bed next to him, crumpling her paper limbs against the covers.
“But they’re in the crawlspace…” Tick says.
“Just don’t go into the crawlspace anymore. You’ll be fine.”
She wraps her arms around him and collapses her breasts against his face.
“You don’t understand,” Tick says. “There’s something really important hidden inside of there.”
She pets his forehead to calm him down, hushing him, “Shhhh… Just forget about it. It’s surely not that important.”
“It’s a drawing of you,” Tick says to the paper mom. “It’s my favorite drawing of you. I can’t let the creepers have it.”
She hushes him again, cutting the sensitive skin behind his ear as she attempts to caress him with her sharp paper fingers.
“You don’t need drawings of me,” says the paper mom. “You have the real me, always contained safely in your heart.”
The scraping noises come closer until they rattle against the vent above Tick’s bed. The paper mom pulls the cover over his head and wraps her crumpled arms around his body, kissing his forehead, and singing him a lullaby until he falls back to sleep.


An alarm goes off and Tick throws the covers off of his face. The paper mom is no longer in the bed with him. There are no longer scratching noises coming from the crawlspace. But there is a loud siren echoing through the nursery.
“What is that?” Tick cries as he runs into the hall.
Polly rubs her eyes, leaning against the doorway to her bedroom. “It sounds like it’s coming from the baby room,” she says.
“The baby room?” Tick looks at the door across the hall. He’s seen very little of the baby room. “Why would an alarm come from the baby room?”
Nanny Warburrough charges down the hallway toward them.
“Something’s coming in from the baby tunnel,” she says.
Tick remembers the nanny telling him that creepers can get into the nursery through the baby tunnel. He wonders if it’s the same creeper he heard in the crawlspace.
The nanny pulls a key from her belt loop and unlocks the baby room. Flashing red lights attack them as the door opens.
“If it’s a creeper it will dissipate the second it enters the light,” she tells them. “You have nothing to worry about.”
“What else could it be besides a creeper?” Tick asks.
Nanny doesn’t answer.
The baby room is full of machines and wires. A greasy elastic tube the size of a sleeping bag hangs from the ceiling. It is what the nanny calls the baby tunnel. There is also a rubber sink in the middle of the room, below the tube. The nanny calls this a crib. She says that it is where Tick and Polly slept when they were newborns.
“Here it comes,” the nanny says.
The children hide behind her as the baby tunnel quivers and pulses. Tick hopes the nanny is right about the creeper dissipating in the light. But before it vanishes, he also hopes he gets a chance to see it. He wants to know what the creepers look like.
A blob of snot explodes from the baby tunnel and the crib fills with thick gray fluid. Then a soft white ball covered in mucus oozes out of the tube, sliding into the warm rubber bowl of the crib.
Nanny Warburough puts her hand to her mouth, shocked at the sight of the glistening orb. “I can’t believe it…”
“Is it a creeper?” Tick asks. “Do all creepers look like that?”
The nanny shakes her head.
“It’s not a creeper,” she says. “It’s an egg.”
She goes to the white orb and rubs her fingers down the warm surface. Something shifts and throbs inside.
The nanny looks back at Tick and Polly with a big smile on her shiny round face. “You’re going to have a baby sister.”


When the egg cracks open, a smell of rotten fish fills the baby room. A fat gray worm rolls out of the fleshy shell, squeaking and growling at the nanny.
“What is it?” Tick asks.
“I told you,” says the nanny. “It’s a baby girl.”
When the nanny picks the plump squirming creature into her arms, Tick wonders if she’s confused.
“That’s not what a baby looks like. I’ve seen pictures of babies in the books in the library. They aren’t like that at all.”
“That’s how babies used to look,” says the nanny. “They don’t look like that anymore.”
Tick looks at his big sister, but she just nods her head in agreement.
“I thought you said our parents were done having children,” Polly says.
“I was sure they were done,” says the nanny. “These days, human parents give birth to children once every five years until they can no longer have children. Since the last child was born ten years ago, I thought they were done having children. Perhaps the egg has been stuck in the baby tunnel, in a frozen state for the past five years.” The nanny freezes in thought for a moment. “Or maybe something happened to the last egg before it reached the nursery…”
The baby’s eyes stretch out of their sockets like those of a slug.
“I guess it doesn’t matter,” says the nanny. “The baby is here now and that’s all that matters. You both have a new addition to your family.”
The nanny smiles but the children do not return the smile. Polly is angered by the presence of the infant and Tick is confused.
“I’m not taking responsibility for it,” Polly says. “Last time was a nightmare.”
“No, no,” says the nanny. “This time your brother will be responsible for the baby.”
“What do you mean?” Tick asks.
“It will be your job to feed her,” the nanny says. “Come here. I’ll show you how.”
Polly cringes at the sight of the infant creature and turns her head.
“I’m going back to sleep,” she tells them, leaving the room.
“But Polly, don’t you want to hold him first?” the nanny asks.
“No thanks,” Polly says as she closes her bedroom door.
The fat worm hisses and squirts when Tick comes near.
“What’s its name?” Tick asks.
“Let’s see…” the nanny says. She goes to one of the computers, bouncing the slimy infant in her arms. “Your parents always send the name of the child with them when they are delivered to the nursery through the baby tunnel.”
She removes a small printout from one of the computers and holds it up so she can read it. But when she opens her mouth to read the words, Tick can’t understand what she’s saying.
“What did you say?” Tick asks.
She reads it again but Tick still doesn’t understand the word.
“This is what it says on the paper,” she says, handing him the printout.
 
BABY #4
GENDER: female
NAME: Kjhg22yu76(y*&^m
 
Tick reads it out loud. “Kjhg22yu76(y*&^m? That has to be a mistake. It’s not even a real word.”
“Real word or not, it’s the name your parents chose for this child. We must respect their wishes and use it.”
“But how are we supposed to pronounce it?”
The nanny examines the nonsense-word on the paper again.
“We can call her Kajhug for short,” she says.
Then the nanny puts the baby in the crib and unbuttons Tick’s pajama shirt. Tick pulls away.
“What are you doing?” Tick cries.
“I want you to hold your sister,” says the nanny. “You have to hold her against your bare skin.”
“I don’t want to hold her,” Tick says, closing his shirt.
“You have to hold her so that you can feed her,” says the nanny. “She’s your responsibility.”
The nanny pulls Tick by the wrist to the crib and unbuttons his pajamas. The armless, legless infant squirms in the remains of its flesh-textured shell. Its large bug-like eyes blink up at Tick, opening its goopy hole of a mouth to squeak and growl.
“Make it quick,” Tick says.
The nanny slides the infant into the boy’s pajamas and buttons it up halfway.
“Hold it like this,” she says, placing Tick’s arms around the wiggling creature in his pajamas.
Tick groans as his torso is covered in mucus, holding his head away as the dead fish stink rises to his nostrils.
“It’s all sticky…” he says.
The infant begins to vibrate against her big brother’s belly like a purring cat.
“She likes you,” the nanny says, smiling as if it’s the cutest thing in the world. “I knew she would.”
The purring noises make the flesh of Tick’s belly go numb.
“I want to go back to sleep,” Tick says.
The nanny shakes her head. “You can’t go to sleep until after you feed the baby.”
“How do I do that?” Tick asks.
“You don’t have to do anything but hold her. She’ll feed from you herself.”
“Feed from me?” Tick cries. “What do you mean?”
A sharp pain hits Tick in the abdomen, like dozens of tiny knives slicing him open at the same time.
“She bit me!” Tick yells.
“Of course she has,” says the nanny. “She needs to eat.”
Tick unbuttons his shirt to see the wormlike creature’s mouth wrapped his belly just below his ribs, biting into him with tiny teeth similar to that of a lamprey.
“What’s it doing?” Tick cries. “Get it off!”
“A long time ago, human babies were fed milk from their mothers’ breasts,” the nanny says. “But mothers don’t produce milk anymore. These days when babies are in their larval state they drink blood from living hosts. They are parasitic. You will be her host from now on. She will feed from you five times a day until she grows out of her larval stage, which won’t be for at least a year and a half.”
The baby makes squirting and smacking noises as it sucks from Tick’s stomach. He can feel his blood flowing out of his body and into the creature’s throat.
“But why me?” Tick asks. “Why can’t you or Polly do it?”
“It’s your job to do it this time,” the nanny says. “Polly might take over once or twice if the blood loss makes you too weak to handle it, but you’re big and healthy so it probably won’t be necessary. Polly was only five years old when you fed from her as a larva. She was barely able to leave her bed on some days, but she survived. You’ll survive too.”
Tick tries to remove the leech, but it’s stuck firmly to him. Not only are its teeth like fishhooks gripping onto his belly, but its worm-like abdomen is also suctioned to his skin.
“Just make sure not to feed her too long,” the nanny continues. “At this age, a baby like her is quite voracious. She will drain you dry without hesitation.”
A look of horror is frozen on Tick’s face as the baby purrs and squeaks against his body, growing fat and round as it fills with his blood. He now wishes it was a creeper that had come through the baby tunnel. It would have been much less frightening than a human infant.



CHAPTER FIVE


The baby squirts and hisses as it rolls across the carpet in the toy room. It just finished a big breakfast, so it is extra plump and wiggly. Tick can barely believe the monstrous insect is actually his sister.
“Why is it so ugly?” Tick asks.
The nanny sighs at his question.
“It’s just the way things are,” she says. “Babies never used to be ugly like this, but things change. Over the centuries, human evolution took a different path.”
Tick’s hands tremble as he rubs the fresh wound on his stomach. The night before, the baby drank so much blood from him that he could barely sleep during the night. He felt sick and exhausted, his bones ached. But this morning the baby seemed even hungrier. It seemed determined to suck every last drop out of Tick. He was almost too weak to pry it off.
“Babies used to be cute,” the nanny continues. “Originally, humans evolved to have a cuteness factor so that human adults would become fond of them and desire to love and protect them during their helpless infant period. But that cuteness factor was lost over the centuries.”
The nanny pulls Tick’s worm-sister away from his leg before she can sink her lamprey teeth into him.
“Now babies are born ugly,” says Nanny Warburough, picking the baby up into the air. “And while the cuteness factor used to attract adult humans to infants, these days the ugliness factor does the opposite. It causes adults to reject them. Parents don’t want to have anything to do with their young until they grow up.”
Tick’s eyes light up.
“Wait a minute…” he says. “Is that the reason our parents refuse to come see us? Because we are ugly to them?”
The nanny doesn’t answer his question right away, wrapping the baby up in a little pink blanket.
“You always said the reason was because our parents are too busy, too important,” Tick says. “You lied about that, didn’t you?”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that,” the nanny says. “It’s something your parents should have explained to you when you were older.”
“So they think we’re disgusting?” Tick says.
“It’s not just your parents,” the nanny says. “It’s all human parents. That’s why children are raised in nurseries. A long time ago, parents tried to raise their children themselves, but because the parents were horrified by their children they could not bring themselves to love them. In fact, they loathed their children. With everyone growing up unloved by their parents, it had an incredibly negative effect on human civilization. People grew cold and heartless. Now that children are raised in nurseries, detached from their parents and human civilization, they are able to be raised in a caring environment.”
“What about you?” Tick asks. “Do you think we’re hideous, too?”
The nanny shakes her head.
“Nannies are different,” she says. “Unlike parents, nannies are driven to care for children no matter what they look like. We see nothing but beauty in you, even when you’re in the blood-drinking larval stage.”
Tick nearly falls over when he tries to stand up. The loss of blood has made him too light-headed to balance himself.
“It’s just the way things are now,” she says to him. “Don’t take it personally.”
Tick doesn’t acknowledge her words as he leaves the toy room. He doesn’t want to hear any more about mutant babies or his heartless parents. He doesn’t even want to eat breakfast, knowing the nanny hasn’t fixed the food machines yet. He just wants to go to school. He hopes that Darcy will be back in her seat next to him.


The teacher doesn’t say anything when Tick gets to class that morning. He just sits behind his desk, staring at a stack of papers.
Darcy doesn’t show up for school again, nor do any of the other kids who were absent yesterday. Three more students are absent today. Tick would be more alarmed about all of this, but he’s almost too weak to care. He waits for class to begin, but after an hour the teacher hasn’t said anything. Mr. Robertson just sits at his desk, staring at his papers.
Tick looks around at the other students. They remain quiet, staring up front, patiently waiting for class to begin.
“What’s going on?” Tick says, breaking the silence. “Is it study period all day or something?”
The few kids in attendance look at him in shock, surprised he would speak out during class. It would normally get Tick detention, but Mr. Robertson just ignores him. For two hours, the teacher does nothing but ignore them. It is very much like Mr. Robertson to do something like this to his students. Tick always wonders if he’s just trying to mess with their heads.
“If we’re not going to do anything can we go out to recess?” Tick asks.
The other kids stare him down again. Another half hour passes.
The silence shatters when a basketball hits the rim of the backboard out on the playground. Through the window, he sees Justin playing out there. He’s all by himself. Tick has no clue as to how or when his friend snuck outside but he does think he’s got the right idea.
Tick gets out of his seat and ducks down, making sure Mr. Robertson doesn’t see him. Then he sneaks out of the classroom and onto the playground.
“I can’t believe you ditched class,” Tick says to Justin, walking across the court toward him. “You’re even gutsier than me!”
Justin gives him a confused look.
“What do you mean?” he asks. “I didn’t ditch.”
Tick laughs. “Of course you did.” He points through the windows at the other kids in their seats. “Everyone else is still in class. Didn’t you realize you were out here by yourself?”
Justin’s face is even more confused. “I’m not out here by myself…”
Tick wonders what is wrong with his friend. Obviously, Justin doesn’t realize what’s going on around him. He must be disoriented.
“Are you feeling okay?” Tick asks him.
Justin shrugs.
“Yeah, let’s play,” he says, tossing the ball.
But Justin doesn’t toss the ball to Tick. He passes the ball to his left, as if somebody else were standing there. The ball bounces off into the sandbox. Justin just stares at the ball, as if waiting for an invisible person to fetch it for him.
“I’ll get it,” Tick says, going after the ball in the sand.
Tick knows it must be true. Justin is getting the disease, the same one that’s infecting many of the other kids in the class. He’s becoming weird, like Simon. He wonders how many others will be infected. Even the teacher seems to be infected. How long will it be until Tick starts acting this way himself?


“Now you’re dead,” Mike yells at Tick, walking across the playground toward him.
Tick isn’t sure where Mike came from. He didn’t come from inside the class. He came from the shadows somewhere behind the jungle gym, as if he’d been lurking out there all day, waiting for a chance to strike.
“You’ve had this coming ever since the day you got between me and Darcy,” Mike says.
“What are you talking about?” Tick says, backing away. “Darcy’s always been with me.”
Justin shoots a basket and then looks at Tick. “Just let him have Darcy so we can go back to playing basketball.”
“What?” Tick is shocked he’d even suggest it. “No way.”
Mike stands in the center of the basketball court, cracking his knuckles.
“If you want to keep her you’re going to have to fight for her,” Mike says.
“I don’t want to fight you,” Tick says.
“You don’t have a choice,” Mike says.
Tick knows he’s right. He has to fight. His paper mom told him that he will sometimes have to fight for those he loves. No matter what happens, he will not give up Darcy without a fight.
“You can’t beat him,” Justin tells Tick. “Just give him your girlfriend. You don’t have a choice.”
Mike charges, aiming his knuckles at Tick’s face.
“I won’t give her up,” Tick cries, curling his fists into a ball.
When they collide, Tick ducks beneath Mike’s heavy clumsy attack, then leaps fist-first, connecting with the sensitive tissue under the bully’s freckled chin.
Mike falls off of his feet, into the air. Then he explodes.
Tick tumbles backward in shock as the bully’s body shatters into hundreds of pixelated particles, then vanishes.
“What the hell…” Tick says, staring at the place where Mike was standing.
“What did you do?” Justin says, backing away from Tick with a terrified look on his face. “You killed him!”
“No, I didn’t kill him,” Tick cries. “I didn’t know that would happen.”
“You just killed him. You’re a murderer!”
“No, my punch must have just teleported him home.”
Justin runs away from Tick, fleeing through the sandbox toward the monkey bars.
“I’m telling the teacher!” Justin screams. “You killed him!”
“I couldn’t have killed him,” Tick cries. “Nanny says that nobody can die at school. You get teleported home if you’re ever in danger.”
But Justin keeps running around the playground, screaming, “You killed him! I’m going to tell the teacher!”
He runs back and forth between the swings and merry-go-round, moving frantically in a panic.
Tick realizes he’s going to get into trouble if he doesn’t get out of there. He goes back into class, sneaks through the aisle, and makes a run for the teleporter. Nobody, not even the teacher, seems to notice him.


At dinner, the children are served a mixture of bubblegum ice cream fish filets with sunny side up eggs for skin and cucumber toast.
“Nanny, the food machines are still broken,” Tick yells to the other room.
Nanny Warburough enters the tea room with the baby squeaking in her arms.
“I thought you said you were going to fix it yesterday,” Tick says.
Tick tries to act normal, as if nothing is wrong. But he can’t stop thinking about what happened at school. He’s not sure if he really caused Mike to teleport home or if he actually did kill the boy somehow. He can’t tell the nanny about what happened. He tries not to think about it.
“Fix what?” the nanny asks.
“The food machines. They’re still broken.”
“They’re broken?” she asks.
She acts as if she has no idea what he’s talking about.
“Yes, just like yesterday.”
Tick points at the food on the serving platter. The nanny leans in to examine them.
“Hmmm…” she says, poking a fish filet with a fork which causes it to erupt with a geyser of marshmallow sauce. “It looks like the food machines are malfunctioning. I’ll have to fix them before breakfast tomorrow.”
“That’s what you said yesterday!”
It was an eventful evening last night with the baby coming and all, but Tick is still shocked that the nanny would forget something so important. He doesn’t know if he can go another night without food.
“Nevermind that now,” says Nanny Warburough. “Kajhug needs to be fed.”
“Again?” Tick whines. “I’m still weak from this morning.”
“You have to feed her five times a day,” says the nanny, placing her in Tick’s lap. “Make sure you eat as much as possible to keep your strength up.”
“But how can I eat when the food machines are broken?”
“The food is edible no matter what it looks like,” says the nanny. “Just eat it.”
The baby squirms beneath Tick’s shirt, slides up his torso and bites into his nipple. Tick writhes in his seat as the creature purrs and squirts against his body. It sucks blood from his nipple and Tick feels as if he’s breastfeeding the hideous worm. Fishy odors rise from his clothes and attack his senses. The smell makes the food in front of him even less appetizing.


“Nanny?” Tick asks, before the old woman leaves the room.
She turns around and smiles at him. “Yes, child?”
Tick pauses for a moment, looking down at the bug in his lap, then back up.
“Is it true that people automatically teleport home from school if they’re in danger of getting hurt?” he asks.
“Of course they do,” she says.
“So if somebody punched me on the playground, I would transport home the second they hit me?”
A look of concern crosses her face.
“Did something happen to you at school today?” she asks.
Tick shakes his head. “No, I was just wondering.”
“It would depend on the danger level,” the nanny says. “The computer doesn’t pull you out of school if you get hurt, scrape your knee, or get shoved by a schoolmate. Your life has to be threatened. Like if somebody swung a baseball bat at your head.”
“But what about a punch?”
“Maybe. It would have to be one heck of a punch, though.”
Tick smiles.
“It was a pretty good punch,” he says.
“What was that?” the nanny asks.
“Nothing,” he says.
He’s happy to know he most likely did not kill Mike. But then he realizes that if Mike is still alive he is going to be incredibly angry when he gets back to school and will want revenge.


Polly enters the tea room as the nanny exits.
“This looks gross,” she says when she sees the food.
“You had no problem eating it yesterday,” Tick says.
“I was out of it yesterday,” she says.
Polly takes a few pieces of the cucumber toast but decides to skip the ice cream fish egg concoction. When she takes her seat, squeezing her fluffy butt into the tiny chair, she notices the writhing beneath Tick’s clothing.
“You’re feeding that thing during dinner?” Polly cries. “That’s disgusting.”
“Nanny made me,” Tick says, holding the creature through his clothes.
“I can’t believe we have another tick in the nursery,” Polly says. “Ticks are so hideous.”
“Wait, you call all babies ticks?” Tick asks.
“Of course,” she says. “Where do you think you got your nickname? When you were a baby you were just as repulsive.”
“You call them ticks because they suck blood?” Tick asks, he looks down at his freakish baby sister. “I think it’s more like a leech than a tick.”
“It’s more like a tick because they get fatter and rounder as they drink,” Polly says. “Like a balloon.”
“How big do they get?” Tick asks.
“They say a baby human could drink all the blood out of an elephant and grow a hundred times its size, bigger than this tea table.”
“What!” Tick looks down at the ravenous creature drinking from his chest.
“I nearly died feeding you when you were in your larval stage,” Polly says. “One time I fell asleep in the library and you somehow wiggled your way out of the toy room and found me sleeping on the floor. By the time I woke up, I was freezing cold from the blood loss. You were twice the size of a basketball, having sucked on me for hours. I would have died if Nanny hadn’t emptied your stomach and returned most of the blood to me.”
Tick lowers his eyes. He can’t believe he had ever been such a horrible disgusting monster. He can’t believe he almost killed his own sister.
“Is that why you’ve always hated me?” Tick asks, pointing at the leech under his clothes. “Because of when I was like this?”
“Probably.” Polly shrugs. “Nanny says older siblings tend to resent their younger siblings for all the blood they sucked in their larval stage.” Polly takes a bite of cucumber toast, chewing as she speaks. “On the other hand, due to the intimacy and nourishment provided, younger siblings tend to grow up to feel a deep connection with their older siblings.”
She spits the toast out on her plate and wipes her tongue with the napkin. The hot cucumber made the toast slimy and disgusting.
As she finishes wiping the toast slime out of her mouth, she says, “That’s probably why you always want to be around me so much no matter how mean I am to you.”
Tick looks down at the creature. He wonders if he will grow to despise the baby the way Polly despises him. He wonders if the baby will grow to love him with all her heart.
It kind of hurts Tick to learn that he was given his nickname based on what he looked like as a baby. He always thought it was more personal than that. It was something Polly had given him. He was proud of it. The nickname always meant something to him.
He wonders if his little sister will feel the same way about her nickname when she grows up.
“I think I’ll call her Leech,” Tick says. “She looks more like a leech than a tick anyway.”
He smiles up at Polly, but his sister just rolls her eyes at him and leaves the room.



CHAPTER SIX


After dinner, Tick searches for Nanny Warburough so he can give the baby back to her. It’s his job to feed it, but he doesn’t want to babysit the maggot as well. He finds her sitting in the garden, staring at the marigolds growing in the artificial sunlight.
“I was looking all over for you,” Tick says.
He enters carrying the baby, holding it out to her.
The nanny has a smile on her face and a distant look in her eyes. She doesn’t notice Tick standing in the room until he steps into her view.
“You look so cute holding your sister, Roger,” she says to Tick. “Make sure little Polly grows up to be big and strong.”
She turns her smile to the baby.
“What are you talking about, Nanny?” Tick asks. “This is Leech… I mean Kajhug. Polly is reading Tarzan books in the library.”
“Don’t be silly, Roger,” Nanny says. “Polly is just a larva. She can’t read.”
“Why are you calling me Roger?” Tick says. “It’s me. Tick… I mean Rick.”
“Ricky?” Nanny Warburough looks away, his name rolling inside her head. “Of course it’s you, Ricky. I’m sorry. My memory was mixed up there for a moment. I’m fine now.”
“Why did you think I was Roger?”
The nanny shakes her head.
“You look so much like him,” she says. “He grew so fast, just like you. I can’t believe he’s gone…”
Tick wonders why she’s forgetting things so frequently these days. She forgets all his friends’ names, she forgets to wake him up for school, she forgets to fix the food machines and other appliances around the house, and now she’s forgotten Tick’s name. It’s almost as if she has the weird disease that everyone’s getting at school.
“Have we given Kajhug a birthday party yet?” asks the nanny.
“I don’t know,” Tick says.
“We should give her a birthday party,” says the nanny. She stands up, clapping her heavy hands together with excitement. “How about tomorrow? It can be an all day event.”
“I have school tomorrow,” Tick says.
“You do?” Nanny asks. “Well, just skip school. It’s a holiday. It’s been ten years since we’ve had an addition to the family. We need to celebrate!”
The nanny spins in a circle and runs for the door.
“I’ll make the preparations,” she says, exiting the garden room.
Tick is left alone, still holding the baby. He doesn’t know what’s going on with Nanny Warburough. She’s been acting strangely. She never would have let him stay home from school before, not for any reason. He’s happy he won’t have to go to the school tomorrow to face Mike or Justin or Mr. Robertson’s discipline, but it’s still not like the old woman.
He decides it would be best to put Leech back in the baby room for the rest of the night, and then get some sleep. Lots and lots of sleep.


Tick wakes a couple hours early, just lying in bed staring at his ceiling. He wishes he could sleep more, but there’s too much on his mind.
His mother sits on his pillow above his head, her paper legs crossed against his chest.
“I think Nanny has Alzheimer’s disease,” Tick tells his paper mom.
“What’s that?” asks the paper mom.
“It’s a disease that eats away your memory,” Tick says. “I read about it in one of the old medical books in the library last night.”
His mother giggles at him and paper-cuts his cheek. “That book is from a long time ago. People don’t get many of those diseases anymore.”
“But it’s true,” he says. “It’s the one that makes the most sense.”
“Maybe, but I wouldn’t take anything you read in an old book too seriously,” she says. “People were weird back then. They had a lot of funny ideas.”
“But what if she does have it? The book said that it slowly takes away people’s memories. And then they die.” He lays his cheek against her crumpled leg. “I don’t want Nanny to die.”
“Everybody dies, Ricky,” she tells Tick. “It doesn’t matter what happens to your Nanny. She’s only a caregiver. I’m your mother. Only I should matter to you.”
“But she raised me. I love her more than I love you.”
“What?” his paper mom says.
She is shocked. Tick is shocked himself.
“I can’t believe you’d say that,” she says. “I am your mother.”
“But I’ve never even met you before. Not the real you. You’re practically a stranger.”
“How dare you…” Her raspy paper voice is filled with venom. “You’re my flesh and blood. I’m the one who gave birth to you.”
She squeezes her legs around his head, putting paper cuts all over his chin and neck.
“I love you, too,” Tick says, pushing back her hands and legs. “I just don’t want to lose Nanny. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”
Tick puts his hands in his face. His mother stops scratching him.
“I understand…” his mother says, holding him closely. “You’re just frightened. It’s okay. I’m sure your nanny will live for several years to come.”
She wipes the tears from his face. The tears turn her paper fingers to mush.
“Really?” Tick asks.
“Sure,” she says. “She will live for as long as you live in this nursery.”
“How do you know?”
“Because it won’t be long until I come get you and take you away from the nursery forever.”
“Really?” Tick asks the paper mom. “Do you mean it?”
“Of course,” she says.
“When?” he asks. “When are you coming to get me?”
“Sooner than you think,” she says.
“Really?”
“Really.”
He wraps his arms around her and squeezes tight, crushing her hollow paper body and melting her shoulder with his tears.


“Happy birthday!” Nanny Warburough says to Leech as she brings her into the toy room. Birthdays are always celebrated in the toy room.
“This is your welcome-to-the-family party,” she says to the greasy mucus-squirting creature. “It’s a celebration of your birth.”
There is a birthday present on the toy room table and three cupcakes. The nanny programmed Leech’s birthday into the food machine the night before.
“Did you fix the machine?” Tick says, running toward the delicious-looking pink-frosted cupcakes.
“What do you mean?” asks the nanny.
Tick takes a bite of his cupcake and an explosion of nacho cheese sauce covers his face.
“Hey, we’re supposed to sing happy birthday first,” the nanny says. “Don’t be a piglet.”
Tick doesn’t care that the cupcakes are filled with nacho cheese. He’s so hungry that the unusual combination actually tastes good to him. He finishes the cupcake before Nanny Warburough can force him to put it back.
“Can we get this over with soon?” Polly says. “I’m feeling twitchy.”
Feeling “twitchy” means that another psychotic fit might strike her soon.
“I should be fine for a while, but you might want to lock me in my bedroom tonight,” she tells the nanny.
“Of course, honey,” the nanny says. Her voice practically dismisses the girl, too busy putting a birthday hat on the wiggling maggot.
Tick looks over to Polly but his big sister just groans back at him. She doesn’t want to be there. She’d rather not be around anyone at the moment, especially not Tick or the annoying baby bug.
“Here’s your birthday present,” the nanny tells Leech, pushing the present next to the blobby creature. “It’s from your Mommy and Daddy.”
The nanny lets the baby squirm against the present for a few minutes before opening up the package herself. It is a pink pacifier shaped like a large human toe.
“Look at that!” the nanny says to the baby. “A new suckling toy. Aren’t Mommy and Daddy so nice to give you such a present?”
The baby squirts and squeals, ignoring the pacifier and trying to roll toward Tick to suck on his leg.
“Did Mom and Dad really give her that present?” Tick asks the nanny. “How did they send it here? Through the baby tunnel?”
Nanny Warburough pushes the toe-shaped pacifier into the baby’s mouth. The creature just spits it out again.
“No, they didn’t send it through the baby tunnel,” says the nanny. “The present was already here.”
“But she was just born,” Tick says.
“All the presents you have ever received or ever will receive have been hidden in storage since long before any of you were even born,” says the nanny. “Your parents bought twelve years worth of presents for up to six children, three boys and three girls.”
Tick goes to the large iron toy box in the middle of the room, next to the cupcake table. It contains many toys he’s received over the years, each one from a different birthday.
“Only twelve years’ worth?” Tick asks. He looks back at Polly. “Is that why you don’t get birthday presents anymore?”
She doesn’t respond, sulking in the corner, her fluffy dress covered in baby snot and plaster dust.
“She received her last present when she turned twelve,” says the nanny. “Children rarely stay in the nursery past the age of twelve. Usually they leave sometime between their ninth and twelfth birthdays, to make room for a third child.”
The nursery really can only sustain two children at a time. There is a boy’s room, a girl’s room, and a baby room. Once a baby girl is big enough to move into the girl’s room, the older sister will have already moved out of the nursery to live with her parents.
“What happens if Polly is still here by the time Leech is too big for the baby room?” Tick asks.
“I’m sure that won’t happen,” the nanny says. “I’m sure your parents are on their way to get her any day now.”
“You always say that,” Polly says.
She crosses her arms.
“It’s true,” the nanny says. “Have faith.”
“Are we done now?” Polly asks. “Or do I have to stick around here watching the maggot leak all over the floor all day?”
“Do whatever you want,” the nanny says in a disappointed tone.
“Thank you,” Polly says, turning to leave the room.
But Nanny Warburough stops her before she leaves.
“Wait a minute…” the nanny says. She pauses, listening closely to the air. “Do you hear that?”
“Hear what?” Polly says.
“Bells,” the nanny says.
“I don’t hear anything,” Tick says.
“It’s the nursery doorbell,” the nanny says.
She smiles up at Polly.
“They’re here,” she tells her. “I told you they would come. I told you.”
“Who?” Polly asks.
“Your parents,” says the nanny. “They’re here.”


Tick doesn’t believe it.
“Our parents are actually visiting the nursery?” he asks the nanny. “They’ve finally come to get Polly?”
“Yes,” the nanny says. “Isn’t it exciting?”
Polly is so surprised she’s about to have a panic attack. The day she’s been awaiting for so long has finally come. She can finally leave the nursery and start her life as an adult.
“I’m filthy!” Polly says, looking at her dress. “I can’t meet them wearing this.”
The nanny goes to Polly and pushes her out of the nursery.
“You go change your clothes and fix yourself up,” she tells the girl. “Your brother and I will keep your parents company until you’re ready.”
“Okay,” Polly says. She can’t stop smiling. “I can’t believe it!”
After Polly leaves the room, Nanny Warburough picks up Leech and puts her in a playpen in the corner.
“How do you know our parents are here?” Tick asks the nanny.
“Because of the bell ringing,” the nanny says. “Can’t you hear it?”
“No,” Tick says. “There’s no doorbell, Nanny.”
Tick begins to think that Nanny Warburough is confused about what’s happening. She probably only thinks she hears the bell. Their parents haven’t actually come.
“Come on,” says the nanny. “Let’s go meet your parents.”
She straightens his clothes and wipes the baby-mucus from his shirt with a wet handkerchief.
“Why the long face?” the nanny asks him. “Aren’t you excited to meet your mom and dad for the first time?”
Tick shakes his head. “I don’t think they’re really here. I think you’re just hearing things.”
Her wrinkled lips tremble at his words for a moment, then she giggles.
“Of course they’re here,” says the nanny. “They’re the only ones who can possibly ring that bell.”
“I think you’ve got a disease that affects your mind,” Tick says. “Like Alzheimer’s.”
“Don’t be silly,” she tells him. “Nobody’s had Alzheimer’s in centuries.”
She takes him by the wrist and leads him out into the hallway. The closer he gets to the nursery exit, the more he believes that she is mistaken. There is no bell. No Mom. No Dad. When Polly learns her parents haven’t actually come for her, she is going to be devastated.


When they get to the entry room, Tick hears loud scratching noises coming through the door. There are creepers out there. Dozens of them. But Nanny Warburough doesn’t hear them. She can only hear the bells ringing in her head.
“Don’t open the door,” Tick says.
The nanny flips open the first latch.
“I have to open it,” the nanny says. “How else am I going to let your parents in?”
The scratching becomes wild against the outside of the door. The creepers are slamming themselves against the wood, trying to break it down.
“There are creepers out there,” Tick cries. “Don’t let them in!”
“Your parents surely would have cleared the corridor of creepers upon their arrival,” says the nanny. “You’ll be safe. Trust me.”
Nanny opens a few more latches. Tick grabs her by the arm, pulling her away from the locks as the creatures outside bang against the wood.
The nanny gets angry, pushing the boy away from her.
“Stop this nonsense,” she shouts at him. “What are your parents going to think when they see you acting this way? Do you want them to think you’re a troublemaker?”
But Tick doesn’t give up.
“Stop it, Nanny!” he cries, trying to close the latches she’s opened. “You can’t let them in!”
Tick knows the creepers won’t enter with the lights on, but he doesn’t want to risk it. They might be a different breed of creatures, ones who thrive in the light.
Finally, she stops trying to get the door open and faces the panicked boy.
“What has gotten into you, child?” she yells at him.
There are tears of distress in his eyes.
“You’re going to let the creepers in,” he says. His voice croaks as he cries.
A banging noise explodes from the toy room. Then Polly shrieks at the top of her lungs.
“What is that?” asks the nanny.
“The toy room,” Tick says. “The creepers must be getting in through the crawlspace!”
The nanny snaps out of it. The bells disappear from her mind. She hears the scraping noises outside the door. She realizes the peril she almost put them all in.
“Danger?” the nanny says. “The children are in danger…”
She leaves the door closed and runs back to the toy room, hobbling on her stubby legs.


In the toy room, Polly is slamming her antlers into the walls. She shrieks, scratching off the wall paper, stomping on toy animals and trains.
“Polly!” Tick cries.
She’s not being attacked by creepers. She’s having another psychotic episode.
Nanny gets between Polly and the baby.
“Who are you?” Nanny Warburough screams at her. “How did you get in here?”
Polly shrieks and stabs her antlers into another wall, ignoring the old woman.
“It’s just Polly,” Tick tells the nanny. “She’s in heat. Remember?”
The nanny holds out her hand so that Tick doesn’t come any closer.
She says, “Don’t worry, Roger. I’ll make sure she doesn’t hurt Polly.”
Polly turns and glares at the nanny. Her eyes are deep red, wild. She doesn’t look human anymore. She looks like a crazed beast.
“Just leave,” Nanny tells her. “I won’t let you hurt these children.”
Polly charges the nanny, ramming her antlers into the old woman’s chest. Nanny falls back onto the table, crushing the two remaining cupcakes.
“Stop, Polly!” Tick cries. “She doesn’t recognize you. Something’s wrong with her brain.”
But in Polly’s state, she doesn’t recognize the nanny either. She doesn’t even recognize Tick.
“Stay back, Roger,” the nanny says, hardly able to speak. The antlers must have knocked the wind out of her.
Leech just squirts and squeaks inside of the playpen, oblivious to the situation.
“I’m not Roger,” Tick says. “I’m Ricky. Remember? Ricky!”
Nanny Warburough holds her chest as she gets back to her feet. Polly charges her again, cutting open Nanny’s cheek.
“You devil!” the nanny cries. “You demon! I’ll kill you if I have to!”
“Nanny, don’t!” Tick cries.
The nanny hits herself on the thigh in three different places. Then she tears her own leg off.
“It’s my job to protect the children,” she says. “And I know how to defend them.”
Then she raises her severed leg over her head. Tick never knew the nanny had a fake leg. It is made of metal. The nanny stretches the leg out and twists the foot sideways like an axe-blade.
“What the heck…” Tick says.
The severed leg has been transformed into a weapon.
Polly screams as she rushes the nanny, aiming her antlers at the woman’s face, as if trying to gouge out her eyes.
Nanny Warburough swings the leg, clubbing Polly in the side of the head. Blood sprays from the girl’s scalp, her antlers twist to the side, and then she falls to the ground.
“Get out of the nursery!” Nanny screams, hopping on one foot toward the fallen girl.
Polly curls into a ball, shrieking like a demon, as the old woman beats her with the foot-club, hitting her in the stomach and ribs.
“Stop, Nanny!” Tick cries, running behind her and trying to get between his sister and the deranged old woman. “This is Polly! Don’t you remember Polly?”
“Out of the way, Roger!” she screams.
“I’m not Roger!”
She pushes him away and swings her club again. A loud crack when the metal foot connects with the side of Polly’s ribcage.
Polly snaps out of it. She stops screaming and wails in agony. Her anger turns to terror. She has no idea what is going on.
“Intruder!” Nanny cries. “I’ll kill you!”
She raises the leg-club above her head, aiming to crush the young woman’s skull.
Polly holds out her hands.
“Nanny…” Tears are in her eyes, melting her freshly applied makeup down her cheeks. The makeup she put on to look pretty for the parents who never actually came. “Don’t…”
Tick jumps up behind her and grabs the leg-weapon by the ankle.
“I just want to meet my mommy and daddy…” Polly cries, holding the broken rib sticking out of the side of her dress. “Just let me see my mommy and daddy.”
Tick loses his grip on the fake leg. He can’t hold it back any longer. His fingers slide off and Nanny lowers the club into Polly’s face. Like a dull axe, the metal toes of the club split open her head. She screams in one quick burst, and then her body goes limp.
When he sees his sister’s face break open, the blood splashing into the air, Tick’s voice becomes a high-pitched screech. “Stop it!”
He jumps at Nanny’s remaining leg, knocking her off balance.
As she collapses, the old woman says, “Ricky, what is—” but her voice is cut short as she hits the side of the large iron toy box. Her neck twists back. Her face breaks off.
Then everything goes silent. The only sound left in the room is the violent thumping of Tick’s heart and the hideous baby squeaking in the playpen, begging to be fed.



CHAPTER SEVEN


Tick goes to his big sister. The metal leg juts out of the side of her face, straight up in the air. She isn’t moving.
“Polly?”
Tick shakes her. The metal leg wiggles in the air.
“Wake up,” he says.
Tears roll down his cheek. “Wake up…”
He pushes at her with more strength, trying to shake her awake. The metal leg whips around above her.
“Wake up!” Tick yells.
Polly’s arms lunge at him and grab at his clothes. Then she shrieks herself into consciousness. Tick flies back, pulling his shirt out of her clawing grasp. He thinks she might still be having her psychotic episode, but she only thrashes for a minute.
“What’s happening?” she cries.
Tick can’t believe she’s still alive. It’s a miracle.
“I can’t see in one eye,” she says.
The leg is still in her face. When Tick looks carefully, he notices the big metal toe has landed inside of her eye socket, crushing her right eye. The club split open the skin on her cheek and forehead, but it did not break through her skull to the brain.
“Don’t move,” Tick says.
“What is in my face?” she says, beginning to whip her arms into the air. “Something is stuck in my face!”
“Calm down,” Tick says. “I’ll get it out.”
Tick stands up and examines the metal leg.
“Don’t!” she cries. “Have Nanny do it. Where’s Nanny?”
“She’s lying on the floor over there,” Tick says.
“Why is she on the floor?”
“Don’t you remember?” Tick asks. “She attacked you.”
“She what? Why did she attack me?”
“Just hold still,” Tick says.
He grips the leg tightly and pulls. Polly screams.
“Stop!” she grabs the leg herself, holding it in place.
“I have to get it out,” Tick says.
“No, just wait…” she says. “Wake up Nanny. I want Nanny to do it.”
Tick looks over at Nanny Warburough. Her face has been ripped from her head, lying on the floor a few inches away from her shoulder. She isn’t breathing.
“I think she’s dead,” Tick says.
“What!” Polly cries.
“She fell and hit her head when I pushed her away from you,” Tick says.
“You killed her?”
“It wasn’t my fault. She was hurting you.”
Polly bawls at the top of her lungs. “You killed her!”
Tick yells, “It wasn’t my fault!”
Then he rips the leg out of her eye socket. She cups the empty hole on her face and shrieks, rolling away from her brother into the corner of the room. Tick sees the remains of his sister’s imploded eyeball on the end of the metal toe.
Polly doesn’t look at him. She doesn’t even scream anymore. Her mouth agape in silent shock.


It takes a while for Tick’s sister to calm down. She refuses to remove her hand from her eye.
“Are you sure she’s dead?” Polly asks.
They have been staring at Nanny’s body for almost an hour. Neither of them has wanted to touch her to make sure.
“Her face is off,” Tick says. “She has to be dead.”
“Maybe we can put it back on,” she says.
“That’s stupid.”
“You’re stupid!”
Tick stands up and inches his way toward the old woman’s body. He knows she’s dead but he also knows Polly won’t let it go until she’s certain.
“Nanny?” he says.
The old woman doesn’t move. He figured she wouldn’t.
He kneels down and rolls her over. In the hole where her face should have been, there is an assortment of wires and mechanical parts.
“What the…” Tick says.
He jumps away from her.
“What’s wrong?” Polly says.
“She’s not human.”
“What do you mean?” Polly gets to her feet and staggers closer until the nanny’s body is in her view.
“She’s like a machine inside,” Tick says. “There’s no blood or organs.”
“A robot?” Polly asks.“Nanny was a robot?”
Tick picks the old woman’s face from the floor. It is made of a synthetic tissue. It feels like flesh on the outside, but on the inside it’s harder like a plastic.
“How is that possible?” Polly asks.
Tick rubs his finger across the wrinkled face in his hand. He now understands why it was against the rules to love the nanny. She was only a machine. It wouldn’t be right to love a machine.
“I guess it makes sense,” Tick says.
“What?”
“How else are Mom and Dad going to get somebody to raise us?” Tick says. “Children are disgusting to adults. A real human probably wouldn’t want to dedicate their lives to raising ugly kids.”
“This can’t be real,” Polly says. “Nanny can’t be a robot. Are you sure it’s really her?”
“Of course it’s her.”
Tick realizes that the nanny had been malfunctioning this whole time. She never had Alzheimer’s disease. Her memory circuits were just corrupted. Like the food machines, she was breaking down and needing repairs.
Polly rubs her remaining eye, wiping out the tears.
“What are we going to do without her?” she asks. “We can’t live without Nanny. Who’s going to fix the food machines? Who’s going to look after us?”
“I don’t know…” Tick says.
“Can she be fixed?” Polly says. She’s beginning to panic again. “If she’s a machine she can be fixed. We can get Nanny back. You have to fix her.”
Tick leans down and puts the face back in place. It just slides off when he lets go.
“I wouldn’t know how to fix her,” Tick says.
“Just fix her!” Polly screams.
“I don’t know anything about robots!” Tick yells back.
She nudges him out of the way.
“Fine, I’ll do it myself,” she says. “You’re so useless.”
She leans down to examine the robot’s machinery, hoping to figure out a way to fix the nanny as soon as possible. She doesn’t realize that lowering her head causes a river of blood to stream out of her eye socket and run through her fingers. She doesn’t seem to notice it dribbling down her cheek.
“Polly, it can wait…” Tick says.
He wipes the blood from her chin and neck, then grabs hold of an antler and pulls her head back to stop the bleeding. She shoves him away from her.
“You should go to the bathroom and take care of your wounds first.”
She wipes at her cheek and sees the blood. Then she nods her head at him, realizing that she isn’t thinking straight. She’s still in shock.
“Okay… I’ll go get a bandage.” Her voice is much quieter, the tension releases from her muscles. “You stay here and fix Nanny…”
As she staggers out of the toy room, Tick looks down at the nanny. There are several tiny pieces of her machinery scattered across the floor where she landed. He picks two of them up. They were originally one piece that has broken in half. He realizes that she is well beyond repair, even if one of the children actually had the knowledge to fix robots.
“I’m sorry, Nanny,” Tick says to the dead machine.
He doesn’t regret what he did to save Polly from Nanny Warburough, but he’s sorry she had to be broken.
“I don’t care if you were just a robot,” he says. “I still loved you.”
He picks up the cupcake-smeared tablecloth from the floor and covers the nanny’s face with it. The nursery will be lonely without her.


Tick turns off the lights and locks up the toy room. He doesn’t want to go back in there anymore. He wonders if they can keep the room locked forever, so they’ll never have to see her broken body again.
Leech squirms in Tick’s arms, squeaking and growling at him. The little creature has no idea what’s just happened. When she grows older, she’ll never get to know Nanny Warburough.
“I’m not going to feed you,” he says to Leech as she bites at the outside of his clothes. “I’m too weak.”
He enters the baby room and gently sets the creature down inside the bowl of the crib. Then he places the large toe-shaped pacifier in the crib with her.
“Who’s going to raise you now?” Tick says to the maggot. “I only have to feed you. It’s supposed to be Nanny’s job to take care of you.”
Leech curls her chubby worm body around the pacifier toe and opens her goopy slug mouth to it.
“You’re not my responsibility,” he says.
She squeaks at him as she sucks on the rubber toy.
“Go to sleep.”
He turns off the light and closes the door behind him. Then he goes to the entry room to close up the locks and latches the nanny had left opened.
The creepers are still out there, banging and scraping at the door. It sounds like they are even more ferocious than before, trying even harder to get inside. It’s like they know that their nanny is dead and that the children are left unprotected. Tick wonders if the door is strong enough to hold them all back.
He imagines it won’t be able to hold forever.


“What am I going to do?” Tick asks his paper mom.
He’s in his room, pacing back and forth. He has spent the last three hours cleaning his room, organizing every inch of his closet, bookshelves, and toy box. Now he’s stuck with his thoughts.
“You don’t need the nanny anymore,” says the paper mom. “You’re a big boy now. You’re practically an adult.”
“But who’s going to look after Leech? Polly?”
“You will,” says the paper mom.
“I don’t know how to take care of a baby,” Tick says.
“You’re a smart boy,” she says. “You will figure it out.”
“But aren’t you going to come get me soon?” he asks. “What happens when I’m gone?”
“It’ll all be fine,” says the paper mom. “Don’t worry about it.”
“How can I not worry about it?”
She rubs his shoulder.
“Because everything’s going to be fine. I’ll make sure of that.”
“No, you won’t,” Tick says. “You’re not even real.”
“Of course I’m real.”
“You’re just paper,” Tick says.
“How dare you,” she says. “I’m your mother.”
She stomps toward him and slaps a paper cut across his face.
“You’re just paper!” Tick cries.
He grabs her by the shoulders and crumples her up into a ball.
“Stop,” his mother cries, as her body collapses and folds. “You’re hurting me.”
He scrunches her arms and legs together, crushes her abdomen inward, and wads her up into a giant wrinkled sphere.
“You’re just imaginary,” he says, squeezing her tightly against his stomach until she’s the size of a basketball. “You’re not my real mom. You’re nothing.”
Without Nanny, Tick knows he has to grow up. He needs to forget about his paper mom. He needs to grow out of imaginary things.
“I don’t need you.”
The ball of paper wiggles and shivers at Tick as he drops it onto the carpet. Then it rolls away, disappearing into the shadows under his bed.


Polly won’t let Tick see her for the rest of the day. She locks herself in her room and refuses to leave. All alone, Tick lies in his bed wondering what life is going to be like in the nursery without Nanny Warburough. He has no idea if they are capable of taking care of themselves.
He can hear the baby howling and squealing through the walls, begging to be fed. Tick hasn’t given her any blood all day. Without Nanny there, he doesn’t have to do anything he doesn’t want to do. He doesn’t have to feed the baby, he doesn’t have to go to school, he doesn’t have to clean his room. Nobody will punish him.
The food machines can’t be fixed, so Tick will have to deal with disgusting food from now on. He won’t know how to fix any of the machines. If the power goes out he will be trapped in the dark with the creepers.
The only thing he can do is hold out until his parents come for him. Maybe they will know how to fix Nanny Warburough and all the machines. He hopes they haven’t forgotten about him.
Tick tries to fall asleep, but the sound of the baby grows louder and more high-pitched, keeping him awake. He puts his pillow in his face, but that doesn’t help. The creature is starving, wailing like a pig-banshee.
“Fine,” Tick says. “I’m coming.”
As he goes to the creature in the baby room, she nearly leaps out of the crib at him, biting at him through his shirt. She drinks his blood ravenously, as if trying to suck it all out in a single sip.



CHAPTER EIGHT


“Polly?” He knocks on her door, holding a plate of food. “Aren’t you going to eat anything?”
He tries the doorknob but it’s locked. Tick has no idea what’s going on with her.
“There’s pineapple chicken bagels for breakfast.” He takes a bite out of one of them. “They’re actually really good.”
There’s still no response.
“Come on, answer me,” he says. “Are you alright in there?”
He puts his ear to the door. No sound comes from inside.
“There’s also something I want to give you,” he says. “I made it myself.”
After a few minutes, he gives up. He puts the plate on the floor.
“Your food is out here if you decide to eat,” he says. “I’m going to go to school.”
There’s still no sound coming from the room as he walks away.


In the teleport room, Tick doesn’t have Nanny to help him get to school. He straps the helmet on himself and goes to the controls. He’s seen Nanny do it a dozen times. He’s sure he can teleport himself without problems.
“Here we go,” he says, taking a deep breath.
He doesn’t really want to go to school after what he did to Mike, but he has to get out of the nursery. He needs to see people again. He needs to talk to Justin or Darcy. He’d even settle for talking to Mike, if the bully would actually forgive him for what happened the other day.
Tick pushes the button and his vision explodes into a bright light. He is sent far away, through a glowing teleportation tunnel, toward school.
When Tick arrives in the classroom, the place is empty. Nobody else is there. This doesn’t make any sense to him. He’s late, so he should be the last kid in class, not the first.
He walks down the aisle toward his desk and looks around.
“Is anybody here?” he asks.
His voice echoes in the abandoned classroom.
The sky is dark outside the window.
“What time is it?” he asks, wondering if he’s come to school at the wrong time of day. It seems like it’s night outside.
When he turns around, there are three students sitting in the back of the room.
“Where did you come from?” he asks them. “I didn’t see you teleport in.”
The kids don’t respond. They just sit in their seats, staring at the front of the room. One of them is Simon. Tick goes to him.
“What’s wrong with you, Simon?” he asks. “Why don’t you ever speak anymore?”
Tick leans in closer. The boy is just vibrating, quivering in his seat.
“Are you sick?” he asks.
Something’s wrong with the kid, that’s for sure, but Tick has no idea what. He puts his hand on Simon’s shoulder. The vibrations crawl up Tick’s arm.
When Tick pulls his arm away, the vibrations don’t stop. His arm quivers, shaking so fast that his fingers look almost like a blur.
“Oh…” Tick says. “Now I’m infected…”
He shakes his arm. It’s all numb.
“What’s going on?” he says.
A loud thumping sound makes Tick jump. Something slammed against the window outside.
“What was that?”
He goes outside onto the playground. It’s dark out there. He’s never seen the playground at night. When he looks at the sky, he expects to see stars and a moon, but there’s nothing there. It’s not really night time. The sky has just lost all of its color. It’s all gray. No clouds. Just a flat gray color.
A basketball rolls across the court. Tick goes to it and picks it up. He decides the basketball must have been the thing that hit the window. But looking around, he has no idea who could have thrown it. The playground is empty. Nobody is there.
As Tick goes back toward the classroom, he tosses the ball over his shoulder. His arm vibrates crazily as he tries to get the door open.
“You killed him!” screams a voice from behind.
Tick turns around. It was Justin’s voice, but he doesn’t see him anywhere.
“Justin?” Tick calls out.
He goes to the darker section of the playground, behind the jungle gym. Justin isn’t there.
“You killed him!” the voice screams again.
Tick looks around. He can’t tell where the voice is originating. It sounds as if it’s coming from everywhere at once.
“Where are you?” Tick asks.
There is no response. He searches every inch of the playground, but there’s nobody in sight.
“I’m telling the teacher!” cries Justin’s voice.
It’s the same words Justin was saying the last time Tick saw him.
He explores the playground, following the sound of Justin’s voice until he realizes where it’s coming from. It sounds as if it’s coming from the other side of the wall.
Tick puts his ear on the brick surface.
“Are you there?” Tick asks.
“I’m telling the teacher!” cries Justin’s voice.
“What are you doing on the other side of the wall?”
Tick goes into the classroom and grabs a desk. His vibrating arm infects one leg of the desk, causing it to quiver and rattle. He brings the desk outside and pushes it against the wall. Then he goes back and gets another.
The other kids ignore him as he steals desks and chairs from the classroom. When he’s finished, there is a tall ladder of desks leaning against the outer wall of the playground, all of them rattling wildly due to the shaking disease. Tick has no idea why the disease in his arm was transferred to inanimate objects, but he doesn’t want to worry about that now. He’s more interested to see what’s on the other side of the wall.
“You’re a murderer!” Justin cries.
Tick climbs to the top, infecting more sections of the desks he touches. The entire mountain of furniture rattles and quakes by the time he reaches the top.
He peers out over the wall for the first time.
“Where is everything?” Tick says.
There is nothing on the other side. No city. No streets. Just the color gray.
“This isn’t real,” he says.
There isn’t even a ground. At the bottom of the wall, there is just gray. The same color as the sky. It’s like the school is just floating in empty space.
“You killed him!” Justin screams.
Tick didn’t notice him at first, but Justin is there. He’s not on the other side of the wall. He is inside the wall. He’s stuck in there, only half of his body sticking out into the gray emptiness.
“You killed him!” Justin screams.
He’s running in place. His body moves back and forth, twisting in a circle, trying to escape but he can’t get anywhere. He’s stuck inside the wall.
“Justin…” Tick says. “What’s going on...”
His friend doesn’t notice him, just jittering and running in place.
Tick climbs down from the ladder of desks and runs back to the classroom. When he enters, the class is upside-down. The chairs and desks are on the ceiling. The lights are on the floor.
Tick looks up as he crosses the room. The few children remaining just stay in their seats, staring straight ahead, waiting for class to begin. When he gets to the corner, Tick teleports out and finds himself lying on the floor of the teleport room, curled in a weird angle with his head twisted toward his armpit.
He never really left the teleport room. Only his mind was teleported to class, leaving his body behind to crumple to the floor. He stands up, rubbing his shoulder. His arm is back to normal, no longer vibrating.
He tries to come up with a rational reason for everything that happened at the school, but he can’t accept the only one that makes sense. None of it was real.


Tick sees that the breakfast he left for Polly is still on the floor. She never took it.
“Polly?” he asks through the door. “Are you awake?”
He knocks a few times.
“Are you going to stay in there all day again?”
After a few more minutes, Tick begins to panic. He wonders if Polly’s wounds were more severe than he thought. He wonders if she’s dying in there, bleeding internally. Maybe she’s already dead.
“Let me in,” Tick yells.
He tries to force the door open.
“Polly, you’re scaring me. Just say something. Anything.”
The door won’t budge.
He doesn’t know what to do. He puts the plate of food down and goes to his room, looking for something that might pick the lock. Then he catches sight of the vent above his bed. Whenever Polly used to lock him out he always went into the crawlspace to see what she was up to through the crack in the wall.
“But I can’t go in there…” he says to the vent.
There are creepers inside. He’s heard them. It would be too much of a risk. But what if his sister is in trouble? He can’t lose her.
He gets a light from Nanny’s room and shines it up at the vent. There is nothing inside when he opens it. He puts the light inside the crawlspace and then climbs up, squeezing through the open vent.
The crawlspace hasn’t looked this frightening to him since he was a little kid and Polly forced him to go inside to hide from Nanny Warburough. She wanted Tick to pretend as if he were taken by creepers. It was supposed to be her revenge on Nanny for making her go to school on a day she wanted to stay home. Tick had to remain hidden up there all day, listening to the nanny call out to him. He didn’t respond to her calls, afraid of what his sister might do to him if he gave himself away. Tick eventually grew fond of the crawlspace. It was a nice private area he could escape into.
But now the crawlspace looks like a death trap as he slithers on his belly through the shaft, shining the flashlight in front of him. Every three feet he pauses and listens. The first sign of scratchy noises and he plans to get out of there as quick as he can.
His flashlight goes out.
“No,” Tick cries.
It is the worst thing he feared would happen. He bangs the light twice and it comes back on.
“How?” he whispers to himself.
He just put fresh batteries inside the light, worried about the batteries dying while inside the crawlspace. But the light went out anyway. The batteries are fine. It must be something wrong with the bulb.
Looking back and then looking forward. He isn’t sure if he should keep going with the faulty flashlight. The next time it goes out it might not come back on. He decides to keep going. He has to make sure Polly is all right.
“Please stay on…” he begs the light.
When he gets to Polly’s room, he doesn’t have to look through the crack in the wall. There is a larger opening. The vent has been broken off and the bookcase that used to block it has collapsed to the floor. Polly put the bookcase there a long time ago so that Tick wouldn’t stare at her through the vent when she was changing.
“Polly?” Tick whispers into the room.
It’s dark in there. He’s not sure why the lights are off.
“Polly?” he says again, a little louder.
He shines the light into all of the corners, but there’s nothing in there. Polly is missing. When the thought of creepers breaking into her room and getting her in her sleep comes to his mind, he shivers in a panic. There is no nightlight in the room, no light of any kind. Maybe the creepers smelled the blood from her wounds and came after her. What if she’s dead?
A scraping noise echoes through the vents behind him, then he hears shuffling, the sound of knees and elbows bumping into the crawlspace walls.
Tick turns his flashlight to the sound but the battery goes out, leaving him in darkness. He hears shuffling noises ahead of him. He doesn’t move. He tries not to breathe. Then he attempts to bang the flashlight back on without making any noise.
A scraping noise squeals across the metal walls, coming slowly toward him. He decides there’s no point in being quiet. He has to get the light back on. He slams the shaft of the flashlight against his hands with all of his strength, but the light stays off.
His eyes begin to adjust to the darkness. There are strips of dim light entering the crawlspace from other parts of the nursery and some light comes in behind Tick from his bedroom. It’s enough to almost make out what’s in the vent with him.
In the darkness, he sees the silhouette of a woman’s body. The scraping sound comes from the woman’s antlers, scratching against the ceiling as she crawls through the vent toward him.
“Polly?” Tick asks the figure crawling through the dark. “Is that you?”
He can’t see the girl clearly, but it looks like Polly. She has long hair and antlers, the same size as hers. But she’s not wearing any clothes, crawling naked in the dark.
“What are you doing in here?” he asks her. “Why aren’t you wearing clothes?”
She doesn’t respond, just scraping at the ceiling as she crawls toward him.
“I thought you couldn’t fit in the crawlspace anymore…” Tick says.
As she nears him, entering the light emanating from Tick’s room, he notices she’s much thinner and bonier than his sister, almost like a skeleton. And her hair is black and scraggly. This woman isn’t Polly at all.
He bangs his flashlight three more times. The light comes back on for just a second and then turns off again. In that brief flash, he sees the woman’s face. Her skin is black and charred, as if made of soot. Her eyes are black balls of coal. Her lips like wrinkled licorice whips. She’s not like Polly. She’s not even human.
The second she sees Tick in her cold dead eyes, the creature shrieks. She raises her claws and thrashes toward him. Tick throws his flashlight at her, but it misses and lands on the other end of the crawlspace.
“Get away!” Tick screams.
Just before she can grab him, Tick dives through the vent into Polly’s room. He lands on the collapsed bookcase on the floor. He looks back and sees claws reaching out for him through the vent, but she can’t get to him. The size of her antlers prevents her from getting through.
He flips the light switch on and the woman disappears. There’s nothing there but an empty hole where the vent used to be.
“Where’d she go?” Tick says.
He takes a few steps closer, peers into the crawlspace. There’s nothing there. The woman just vanished.


“What were you doing in my room?” Polly yells at Tick when she sees him in the hallway.
She has a large bandage over her eye wound, strapped to her face.
“Polly?” Tick cries. His face lights up when he sees her, relieved to see her still alive. “Where were you? I thought you were dead.”
He wants to hug her with all his strength, but is afraid he’ll hurt her wounded body.
“I was in the library,” she says. “I spent the night in there. I kept hearing noises in the crawlspace, so I decided to switch rooms.”
When she enters her room, seeing the disastrous state it’s in, she glares to Tick as if she’s ready to kill him.
“What did you do to my shelves?” she shouts at him.
“It wasn’t me,” Tick says. “A creeper was in the vent. The bookcase was already knocked down.”
“You saw a creeper do this?”
He points up at the vent.
“It disappeared when I turned the light on. Just like Nanny said would happen.”
“You better not be lying,” she says.
“I’m not. I swear.”
Polly stares up at the opening, as if afraid to look away from it.
“We need to barricade the vents somehow,” Polly says. “I’m not sleeping in here again until I feel safe.”


Tick tells Polly about what happened at school that day. He explains how the sky had no color, the class was upside down, and how Justin was trapped in the wall, speaking in a loop.
“It must be a computer glitch,” Polly tells him, her remaining eye puffy from lack of sleep and crying too much.
“A glitch?”
“Yeah, they happen sometimes. Nanny usually fixed them before they got too bad.”
Tick suddenly feels the urge to run away from this conversation. He doesn’t know why. He just wants to get out of there and hide under the table in the library.
“The school is a computer program?” Tick asks.
“Of course.” She laughs. “You didn’t think any of it was real did you?”
“Just the classroom, right? The people are still real, aren’t they? Justin and Darcy live in other nurseries in other houses far away.”
“They’re fake, too,” Polly says. “All of it was just a simulation.”
“But it was real… I could feel the desks and touch the people. Darcy kissed me behind the jungle gym.”
“It was designed to give the illusion of a classroom experience,” Polly says. “You had a teacher, a bully, a best friend, and a love interest. So did I. All of those are important to childhood development.”
Tick sits down. Although it seems obvious now, he can hardly believe any of it. He doesn’t want to believe any of it.
“So Darcy isn’t really out there somewhere? She never really existed?”
Polly becomes frustrated with her little brother.
“It was all fiction. None of the people were real. Your friends weren’t real, your teacher wasn’t real, even Nanny wasn’t real. The only real human being you have ever known in your life is me.”
Tick is shocked by her words. He can’t speak.
“I can’t believe you didn’t know,” she says, shifting her eye bandage. “I was younger than you when I figured it out.”
Tick suddenly feels incredibly lonely. His universe has become small. The only real person he’s ever known has been his big sister, and she’s always despised him and pushed him away.
“We’ve always been alone,” she says. “Just us.”
There’s also Leech, but she’s just a weird bug thing. He hardly believes she’ll grow up into a real human being.
“There’s not just us,” Tick says. “There’s also Mom and Dad. They live in the house somewhere.”
“But you’ve never seen them before.”
“They’re still with us in spirit,” he says. “They’ll always be with us in spirit.”



CHAPTER NINE


Tick barricades the vents, using hammers and nails from the storeroom. But there aren’t enough supplies to seal up all of them, so he breaks apart the tables in the library and nightstands from bedrooms to get more wood.
Polly doesn’t help him. It was her idea but now she says she’s too injured to do it. Lifting her arm to hammer nails sends shooting pains through her ribs, so Tick has to do it all by himself. Just like he has to take care of Leech all by himself and clean the nursery all by himself.
When he’s finished, all the vents are sealed up airtight. Nothing will be able to get through. Nothing will even be able to see through.
Tick realizes that he might have made a mistake. The light shining through the cracks in the vents might have been what was keeping the creepers away. Now that not even small strips of light can enter the crawlspace, the creepers might come in larger numbers. Not only that, but Tick realizes he might also have just cut off the air supply to the nursery. If the vents are sealed airtight, they might suffocate.
He wonders if he should take down the boards and start over. Metal bars over the vents might be more effective. But he’s been working all day and he’s too exhausted. He can barely stand anymore and it’s already time to feed Leech again. Until they prove to be a problem, the boards are going to stay where they are.


The bathroom door is open a crack and Tick can see Polly’s naked body reflected in the mirror, examining her wounds and whimpering at the sight of herself. Tick cringes at the dark footprint-shaped bruises covering her body. The entire left side of her torso is black and purple, stretching all the way down to her hip. There’s a visible dent in her body below her left breast, the center of the massive bruise. Three of her ribs are poking out of the flesh like skeletal fingers.
Now Tick understands why she’s not able to do any work around the nursery. She can hardly move one side of her body. She probably can’t even breathe through one lung anymore. He has no idea how that’s going to heal without Nanny to fix her up.
Polly coughs up dark blood into the sink. She tries applying ointment to the wound, but even the slightest touch sends a shooting pain through her chest. Tick can hardly watch. She shivers and whines in agony, staring at her horrible wounds with a terrified expression. She’s confused and frustrated by her injuries, because she has no idea what to do about them.
The gaping hole where her eye used to be looks worse than before. The swelling has gone down a little, but the entire area of her face has become a large black scab. It looks as if half her face burned off.
She cries at her reflection in the mirror. At first, Tick thinks she’s crying about the pain, but that’s not it.
“I’m so ugly,” she says to herself.
She punches at her wound, cracking the scab open, as if she can rip the wound away to find beautiful skin beneath. Then she screams at her reflection, grabbing one of her antlers and trying to rip it off. When she raises her arm too high a stabbing pain shoots up her chest. She calms down and droops against the sink, tears rolling down her face.
“I’m a hideous monster,” she says in a soft voice, inches away from the mirror. “Mom and Dad are going to hate me…”
Tick comes closer and catches her eye through the crack in the door.
“Can you still cry with your eyeball missing?” Tick asks.
She slams the door when she sees him, covering her hideous body.
“Go away,” she cries.
Tick doesn’t leave.
“I brought you something,” he says. “I meant to give it to you earlier. I made it for you.”
“What is it?” she asks.
“It’s for your eye,” he says.
She opens the door a crack, and peeks out at him. He holds up the gift so she can see.
“A doll?” she asks.
“It’s just the face of a doll,” he says. “I turned it into an eye patch for you.”
“I’m supposed to wear that on my eye?” she asks.
“It’ll cover up your wound,” he says.
She pulls the eye patch into the bathroom with her and closes the door. When she comes out, she’s wearing a clean dress, a ribbon in her hair, bright red makeup, and the porcelain doll face over her wounded eye.
“Do you think Mom and Dad will think I’m pretty when they meet me?” she asks.
Tick smiles at her.
“They’ll think you’re the prettiest girl ever,” he says.
She smiles back, touching the porcelain face on her eye as if it does somehow make her prettier. As long as she can cover up her ugliness, she won’t feel so bad.


When dinner is served, a terrible stench comes out of the tea table. Tick can’t tell what kind of food mash-up would cause such an odor. It looks like tuna casserole, bacon and pork chops but it smells worse than anything Tick has ever smelled.
“Why does it stink so bad?” Tick asks.
Polly nearly collapses when she enters the tea room. She cups her mouth, trying not to throw up.
“The meat is rancid,” she says, waving the air away from her face.
“It’s rotten?” Tick holds his nose. “This is what rotten smells like?”
“Get rid of it,” she cries.
Tick pushes the button and the table disposes of the food.
“What are we going to eat?” Tick asks.
“You can’t eat food that’s rotten like that,” she says. “It will make you sick or kill you.”
“But why was it rotten?”
“The food machines are getting worse,” she says.
In the morning, they try the machines again. A breakfast of moldy bread and rancid egg soup stinks up the tea room. Not a single bite of the food is edible.
“We can’t eat any of this…” Tick says. “What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know…” Polly says.
“We can’t stay in the nursery anymore,” Tick says. “We have to go find Mom and Dad.”
Polly’s eyes widen when he says this. Her antlers tremble.
“But what about the creepers?” she asks.
“They’re only dangerous in the dark,” Tick says. “We just have to take lights with us.”
Polly shakes her head violently.
“No,” she says. “We have to fix Nanny. If we get her back she’ll make the machines work again.”
“You don’t know how to fix her,” Tick says.
“I’ll figure it out.”
“You’ve been saying that for days but you haven’t even tried to fix her yet.”
“I’m sure I can fix her if I try.”
“Even if you got her to work, she might try to kill you again.”
“No, she won’t,” Polly says. “She’ll remember me.”
“There’s no time. If we don’t leave we’re going to starve to death.”
“Then you leave,” Polly says. “I’m staying here and fixing Nanny.”
“You’ll die,” Tick says.
She marches out of the room and says, “No, you’ll die.”


The water is the next to go. While taking a shower, Tick feels the water pressure drop until only a small trickle of fluid comes out. He quickly plugs up the drain, then fills up as many buckets of water as he can. By the next morning, the water doesn’t come out of any of the faucets anymore.
When he tells Polly she doesn’t reply, busy sitting in the toy room, putting pieces of machinery back into Nanny’s face. She has to guess where they’re all meant to go.
“We have enough for only a week at most,” Tick says. “If you don’t fix Nanny by then, I’m leaving the nursery with or without you.”
Polly just stares into the robot’s face, ignoring him.
“Did you hear me?” he asks.
She turns and glares at him. “Will you leave me alone? I was almost onto something when you interrupted me.”
Tick frowns and says, “Just don’t drink it all.”
As he is about to leave the toy room, the lights flicker on and off. Then the power goes down for a moment, the lights dim. Tick and Polly lock eyes for a moment, then the power returns to normal.
“We can’t stay here,” Tick says. “Once the lights go out…”
Polly shakes her head. “We’d be safer out there? Even if the lights go out, I’d rather be barricaded in the nursery.”
Tick wishes she was on his side. He turns around and mumbles, “I’d rather be with Mom and Dad…”


Tick feels like he’s suffocating as he sleeps. He’s not sure if it’s because of the boarded air vents or if it’s just his paranoia playing tricks on him.
Just to be safe, he removes the middle board from the vent above his bed. It doesn’t help. He’s still having problems breathing. Perhaps it has something to do with the loss of blood. He feeds Leech regularly, but he might be giving her too much. Without Nanny around he’s not sure what the proper amount should be.
“You can’t stay here,” says his mother’s voice.
The crumpled ball of paper rolls out from under his bed. It turns to him, the drawn-on face of his paper mom flattened onto the outside of the ball.
“You have to leave the nursery and come find me,” she says.
Tick turns away from her. “I thought I got rid of you. You’re not real.”
“But I am real,” she tells him. “You just have to leave the nursery and come find me.”
“I thought you were supposed to come get me.”
“I can’t come right now,” she says. “You have to come to me.”
“How do I even find you? Nanny said this house is too big to find you without a map.”
“Then you should find a map.”
“Where do I find one?”
“You can find one in the house. In a map room.”
“That’s what Nanny said, but what is a map room?”
“You’ll find it if you look.”
“Whatever.”
Tick rolls over and tries to go to sleep. The paper mom isn’t helping. She never tells him anything he doesn’t already know.


After a few days with no food, Tick can’t bring himself to feed Leech anymore. He’s already too weak. The little worm looks fat and healthy enough to go without being fed for awhile.
“I’m sorry,” he says to the squeaking blob as he hammers a metal chair leg into a point. “If I have to starve then you have to starve too.”
Leech wiggles across the library floor toward him.
“No you don’t,” Tick says, as she’s about to chomp down on his ankle.
Tick moves to the other side of the room, taking the hammer and chair leg with him. He continues pounding the piece of metal until it forms a sharp point.
Leech huffs and puffs, growl-snorting, desperately looking around the room with her big bug eyes to find where Tick went. When she finally sees his new position, she squeaks and squeals and inches her way across the carpet toward him.
“Stop coming after me,” Tick says, when she gets within range of his ankle. “You’re not a carpet shark.”
He picks her up and faces her mouth away from him, then brings her back to her crib in the baby room. She squeals and growls as he walks away and shuts the door. He can hear her squirting and pouting as he goes back to the library.
The metal chair leg is sharp. He tests it by stabbing it into the reading couch. It cuts right through. The metal does not bend. He straps the blade of metal onto a broom handle, creating a spear. He drives it into the couch, impaling a couch cushion.
He makes armor out of wood scraps left behind when he barricaded the air vents. There’s a round board strapped to his chest, other thin boards protect his forearms and legs. For a helmet, he uses a metal waste bucket with eyeholes broken out of it with the sharp side of the hammer.
Now he’s ready for a fight.


“What are you doing?” Polly cries when she sees her brother opening the locks on the front door of the nursery. “Have you gone crazy?”
The creepers bang and scratch on the other side of the door.
“I’m not leaving,” Tick says. “I just want to test out a theory.”
“You’re going to let them in!”
Tick opens the door and the scratching noises stop. They both look out into the corridor. Nothing is there.
“Where are they?” Polly says.
“Nanny said they dissipate in the light, right?” Tick says. “We should use the light to dissipate as many of them as we can.”
Tick closes the door again. The second the door is shut, the scratching and banging noises return.
“What…” Tick steps away from it.
“They’re back,” Polly says.
“But I made them disappear…” Tick says. “They should be dead now.”
Tick opens the door again. He slowly steps out into the corridor, pointing the spear in front of him.
“Whatever you do, don’t close the door…” he says.
He looks down the corridor. There is nothing out there. For as far as the light reaches, there is nothing. But in the shadows beyond the light, there is movement. He hears footsteps and gentle scratching noises. The creepers are still there.
Back inside the nursery, he closes the door and the banging immediately returns.
“What’s going on?” Polly says.
Tick looks around the room. He takes three deep breaths, then goes toward the light switch on the wall.
“Get behind me,” he says.
Polly does what he says, but asks, “What are you going to do?”
“Don’t be scared,” Tick says.
He turns off the light in the entryway. In the shadows, there are several black creatures with jagged antlers and gnarled teeth, clawing at the walls.
Polly screams when she sees them and grabs Tick by the shoulders. The creatures turn to her. They raise their claws, filling the room with high-pitched shrieks. Then they attack.
Tick flips the light back on and the creatures vanish.
“Where’d they go?” Polly cries.
“They’re still here,” Tick says. He’s trembling but tries to appear calm and unafraid. “We just can’t see them.”
Tick is ashamed he had been so stupid.
“I’m sorry, Polly,” he says. “The nursery isn’t safe anymore.” He looks up at her. “I let the creepers in.”
A look of panic crosses her face once she understands the danger. Although they can’t see, hear, or touch them with the lights on, the creatures are still inside the nursery with them. They’ll never be able to turn out the lights in the nursery again.



CHAPTER TEN


“This is just perfect,” Polly says. “You did this on purpose, didn’t you? Now we have no choice but to leave.”
She follows Tick as he runs through the nursery, turning on all the lights.
“Stay out of every shadow in the house,” Tick says, ignoring her complaints.
He grabs lighters and candles, setting them down on the tea room table.
“We need everything that we can find that will generate light,” he says.
Polly gathers many battery-operated toys from the toy room, the ones that create light. Tick grabs flammable liquids, cloth, and pieces of wood, hoping he can make torches with them. He also has a pack of self-charging batteries.
“Where’s the flashlight?” Polly asks. “Nanny has a flashlight somewhere.”
Tick shakes his head. “It’s in the crawlspace.”
“What?”
He grabs a big toy spaceship, one that shines a beam of light out the front. It’s the closest thing they have to a flashlight.
“Put the rest of these in a bag,” Tick says. “I have something I want to check out.”
“What’s that?” she asks. “You’re not going into the corridor again are you?”
“Yeah,” he says. “I want to see where the other doors lead.”
“You’re going to let more of them inside,” Polly cries.
“I know,” Tick says. “But we have to find a way out.”
Polly grabs him by the wrist.
“Don’t be an idiot,” she says, trying to keep him from leaving.
“Put whatever water we have left into a bottle,” Tick says, pulling himself out of her grip. “We’ll need it if we’re going to cross the house.”
Before he leaves the room, Polly says, “Are we really going to leave the nursery?”
She tears up as she thinks of the possibility.
“We don’t have a choice,” he says.
Then he heads back to the nursery exit.


Tick takes the big wall mirrors from the two bedrooms and sets them up in the corridor. They reflect the light of the nursery all the way down the passage, lighting his path. He also turns on the toy spaceship’s beam, creating extra light in front of him.
He can still hear creepers in the shadows at the end of the hall, their antlers clacking together, soft growls under their breaths. But Tick is invisible to them. They can’t hear or see him when he’s in the light.
With his homemade spear in one hand, the spaceship in the other, he goes to the closest room. It is the same room he investigated the first time he left the nursery.
He pushes open the door, then shines the spaceship light into the room. It is just an ordinary bedroom. It still confuses him that there’s a bedroom here. Who is supposed to use it? It looks like it hasn’t been slept in for decades. The bed is large enough for a Polly-sized adult. There is a dresser and a closet. A mirror reflects the beam of light back at him.
There is still a light source in the room, coming from the floor behind the bed. The light shifts from red to blue to yellow to brown. He decides not to enter the room to see what it is that generates the light. He doesn’t want to leave the safety of the brightened hallway.
“One of these has to be a map room,” Tick says, moving on to the next door.
The next room is less confusing. It is an ordinary storeroom. He shines his light on the shelves and is surprised to see it is filled with birthday presents.
“Happy birthday…” he says to himself.
He’s never seen so many presents in all his life. Every shelf is full of them. Nanny said she had presents stored away somewhere for all the birthdays the children will ever have. He wonders if this is the storage she was talking about. But that doesn’t make sense to Tick, because Nanny never left the nursery. This must be storage for backup presents in case something happened to the original ones stored in the nursery closet. It would be devastating to children if the closet were to catch on fire and burn all the presents. Then they’d never get any presents for the rest of their lives.
Tick moves on from the present closet and continues to the door at the end of the hallway. This door has been broken open, the wood splintered across the floor. It must be where all the creepers came from.
He shines his light through the doorway. He can’t see much, but the walls are taller out there, the ceilings higher. It opens up into a massive room. It is the entryway to the rest of the house.
“Big,” Tick says. He doesn’t know what else to say as he moves closer to the exit. “Really big.”
In the doorway, he raises his toy light to the walls; they are so tall his light can’t reach the ceiling. Rows of white pillars line the center of the hall and the room seems to go on forever. He’s never seen so much open space in his life. The closest thing he can think of is looking at the sky while on the playground at school, and that wasn’t even real.
The sound of antlers scraping the walls echoes through the vast chamber. There are also loud clacking sounds of antlers colliding, as though a group of creepers are attacking each other.
He steps through the doorway into the massive room. The light from the corridor only reaches the first pillar. If he can get inside far enough, he might be able to see how many exits lead out of the room. He hopes one of the exits leads to a map room.
“There’s got to be one here…” he says. “I’m sure of it.”
He moves slowly, shining his light in every direction to make sure nothing sneaks up behind him. Halfway to the pillar, he sees them surrounding him. He can only see them in the corners of his eyes, but they are there. Just as he can just barely perceive their presence, the creepers can just barely perceive his. He doesn’t dare step an inch outside the path of light coming from the corridor.
He sees no exits leading out of the massive room. There are pillars, tall walls, dusty tile floors, but no doors. They must be on the other side of the room, beyond where his light can reach.
As he reaches the pillar, he turns around. In the corners of his eyes, he can see hundreds of the black creatures. An entire crowd of them, filling the great hall. An army. The spaceship shakes in Tick’s hand. The things lean in toward him, as if they see parts of him in the shadows but can’t make a whole boy.
One creeper leans toward him even further, his gritty coal eyes rolling up and down his body. Tick turns the light on it, causing the thing to vanish. But then another creeper leans in on his other side and he has to swing the light in its direction to get rid of it. There are too many of them. The spear in his hand feels useless now. He wants to just drop it, but he’s worried it will attract attention if it lands in the shadow.
He takes one step toward the nursery. Then the path of light goes black. Polly’s scream echoes in the distance. It doesn’t take Tick long to grasp what has happened. The power in the nursery finally went out.


Tick puts his back against the pillar so that none of the creatures can get him from behind. Then he holds the light of the toy spaceship over his head, shining down on him so that he’ll be invisible.
But the creatures don’t seem interested in Tick. They turn their charred black faces toward the corridor, attracted by Polly’s screams. At once, the mass of gnarled figures charge forward, piling into the corridor, heading toward the sound of Tick’s panicking older sister.
“Polly, they’re coming!” he screams. “They’re coming!”
He’s not sure she heard him, but his voice carried far within the massive chamber. It is enough to attract some of the creepers back to him.
Tick runs for the corridor. Holding the light in front of him, vanquishing the army of creepers in his way, he charges back toward the nursery.
“Polly!” he yells. “There’s too many of them. Use the light.”
As he gets halfway down the hallway, the beam light from his spaceship bounces off the mirrors he’s set up outside the nursery. There is gnashing and screeching sounds against his ears. In the reflection, he can see an army of creepers running behind him, closing in.
He turns around to shine his light at the invaders, but they collide with him before the light can reach. Tick falls to the ground and the spaceship clatters from his hand. One of the creatures tramples the boy, stomping on his chest and belly. Another creeper kicks the spear out of his hands when trying to jump over him. None of them seem to notice him yet, they seem more interested in trying to get into the nursery.
Tick can’t reach his light in time. The demons crush it under their pointed heels, leaving him in darkness.
To escape the frantic beasts, he rolls into the room to his left and closes the door behind him. Lying there, catching his breath, he hears the sound of antlers scraping across the door outside as creepers run past.
He blinks twice. Then he realizes something odd about the room.
“What….” he says, when he realizes he’s no longer in the dark.
Even though the power in the nursery went out, killing all lights inside, this room is still lit. The strange light comes from behind the bed. It shifts from yellow to brown to red to blue.
Tick gets to his feet. There do not appear to be any creepers in the room with him. They are all too interested in the nursery. Tick steps around the bed until he sees the thing sitting in the corner of the room.
It is a birdcage, but instead of birds inside there are six miniature planets, spinning around a sun. He reaches out to grab it. The second his fingers touch the handle at the top of the cage, the sun in the center brightens the entire room.
“What are you?” he asks the planets in the cage.
Holding it up, he doesn’t understand where its power source comes from. The sun seems to power itself.
“You’re beautiful,” he says, as he looks at the planets rotating around the sun. It’s almost as if they are real planets, as if he’s holding a real miniaturized solar system in his hand.


Tick leaves the bedroom and the light from the miniature sun fills the corridor. The entire horde of creepers in the hallway is vanquished, disappearing as if they were never even there.
He heads quickly for the nursery. Before he gets there, he smells the smoke.
“Polly?” Tick yells.
The nursery is on fire.
“Polly!”
Smoke fills the entryway. Flames crawl through the halls. There is usually a sprinkler system to put out fires, but it doesn’t seem to be operational.
“Tick,” he hears his sister crying. “Where were you?”
She runs into the entry room, holding a cloth in her face, coughing on the smoke. Tick can see cuts and tears on her arms and dress. She did not escape the creepers unscathed.
He ignores her question. “What happened?”
She leaves the nursery and collapses into the corridor, coughing up smoke. A water bottle falls to the floor. There’s a large puncture mark in it, the shape of an antler tip. Most of the water has leaked out.
“I started the fire,” she says, when she catches her breath. “It was the only light I could create bright enough to keep them back.”
“What were you thinking?” Tick asks. “You’ll set the whole house on fire. Mom and Dad will kill us.”
She points at the cage in Tick’s hand. “Where did you get that?”
“In one of the rooms,” he says. “It will protect us from the creepers.”
Polly gets to her feet and takes the cage out of his hand. She staggers down the corridor with it, away from the flaming nursery.
“Where are you going?” he asks.
“Let’s get out of here,” she says, continuing down the hall.
“We can’t leave yet,” Tick says. “Where’s Leech?”
“Who cares?” she says. “Forget about that repulsive maggot.”
“She’s your sister,” Tick cries.
“It’s probably dead already,” she says. “Let’s go.”
Tick gives her a look of disgust.
“I can’t believe you,” he says.
Then he runs back into the nursery.
“Come back,” she yells at him, but Tick won’t leave his baby sister, even if she is just a blood-sucking blob.


Without the cage of light, Tick has to rely on the fire to protect him from the creepers. But the flames are erratic. He can see the creatures disappearing and reappearing all around him as the fire flickers across the walls. Their shrieks flash in and out, as if vibrating. Black antlers flash in and out of his path.
He runs for the baby room, covering his mouth. He can barely see through the smoke. He doesn’t dare breathe.
When he busts open the door, he sees Leech hopping and wiggling in a panic within her crib. The creepers never broke into the baby room and very little smoke has gotten in, but the heat of the fire permeating the walls has turned the baby room into an oven.
Tick grabs Leech from the crib and the worm slimes up his torso into his arms, chirping and gurgling in a panic.
Without having a free hand to cover his mouth, he just makes a run for it. The fire is massive once he exits the baby room. The flames quickly swallow the nursery, eating away the only world he’s ever known. The thought of Nanny Warburough’s body crosses his mind, lying on the toy room floor being burned away to nothing but charred metal. He’s thankful he doesn’t have to witness that.
Leech wiggles in his arms, squeaking up at him.
“Stop your squeaking,” Tick says, hugging the creature close.
When he gets out of the nursery, Polly is already at the end of the corridor, poking her head through the doorway into the great chamber to breathe clean air.
“Come on,” Tick says as he reaches his big sister.
They enter the great chamber, holding the cage of light above their heads. It brightens the room enough to see all the way to the end. There are three exits.
“We need to find a map room,” Tick says. “There’s got to be one somewhere.”
But Polly doesn’t care about which exit they take. She just runs. Holding the cage for dear life, she charges through the massive room, far away from the smoke and flames, and enters the closest door she can find. Then she takes that corridor until she comes to another door. As long as there are passages to enter, she keeps running.
Tick knows that if he doesn’t keep up with her frantic pace she will surely leave him behind without a second thought.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Do you think they’re still following us?” Polly asks.
“We’re invisible to them in this light,” Tick says. “They won’t follow us. But that doesn’t mean there aren’t other creepers here, hidden in the dark.”
Leech squeaks and gurgles, strapped to her big brother’s back.
“So this is the rest of the house…” Polly says. “It’s not what I was expecting. It’s so big…”
Tick nods. “Our whole nursery could fit twice in this one room.”
They stare at paintings of old men that line the walls in some kind of gallery section of the house. The lack of food has caught up to them, their adrenaline worn off, but they keep moving at a staggering pace. Polly holds her side as she lurches through the gallery. Escaping the creepers made her injuries worse. Tick can’t tell with her black dress on, but he thinks she might be bleeding again.
“I wonder when the last time our parents were in this section of the house,” Tick says. “There are so many rooms that seem like they are never used. I don’t understand their point.”
“I’m sure there’s a point,” Polly says. “Mom and Dad wouldn’t have these rooms unless there was a good reason.”
Polly stops walking for a moment, holding her side. The agony is visible on her face.
“I need a rest,” she says.
She sets down the cage of planets and uses both hands to hold up her hips. Tick is worried if she sits down she’ll never be able to get up again.
“We should keep moving,” Tick says. “It’s going to take all day to get to the other side of the house.”
“Do we even know where we’re going?” Polly says.
“We will if we find a map room,” he says.
Polly nods. She picks up the cage of light and they continue moving.
Pointing at the paintings, Polly says, “I bet Mom and Dad would have taken us through here if they had come to get us. They would have explained the significance of each of the people in these paintings. Perhaps they are our ancestors.”
“Maybe,” Tick says. “Or maybe they just hung up a bunch of random pictures because they have more space than they know what to do with.”
“Nanny said they are really rich,” Polly says, smiling. “They probably can afford to have all the pointless rooms they want.”
“So you think all these rooms are pointless, too?”
“No, I think they have a point. They just don’t need to have a point.”
Her eye sparkles as she watches the paintings, pretending to walk hand in hand with her mom and dad through the gallery, imagining what their voices would be like when explaining the history of all the people in the paintings.
“Tick?” Polly asks.
“Yeah?”
“We’re really going to see them, aren’t we?” she says. “We’re really going to meet our parents?”
Tick nods and smiles back.
“We might even get to see them as soon as today.”


They go from room to room, hallway after hallway, but can’t find any map room.
“We’ve been searching for hours,” Polly says. “I can’t go any further.”
Tick points to a door up ahead, near an intersection of hallways.
“Let’s just try one more room,” he says.
“You said that three rooms ago.”
“I don’t think we should stop until we find a map room,” he says.
“This better be a map room…” she mumbles.
It isn’t a map room. It’s a bedroom. The biggest bedroom they have ever seen. Just the bed is the size of Tick’s whole room. There are velvet curtains lining the walls, a lace canopy over the bed, a bathroom, a vanity, tables and chairs. All the furniture is ornate, made of emerald, carved to look like the faces of lions and the tentacles of octopi.
“It’s so fancy…” Polly says. “Like the pictures of luxurious penthouse hotel suites from books in the library…”
Tick crosses the room, takes Leech out of his back harness and lays her on the bed. She squirts and growls, sore at him for keeping her on his back so long.
“It’s so clean,” Polly says. “Much cleaner than the other rooms we’ve been in.”
“Maybe a maid lives somewhere in this region of the house,” Tick says. “This could be a guest room that needs to be kept clean in case visitors stay over.”
“I don’t think this is a guest room,” Polly says, placing the cage of light on an end table. “I think it’s a backup room for our parents.” She looks into the vanity mirror, straightening her doll face eye patch. “Think about it. With such a big house they probably wouldn’t have just one bedroom, they would have tons of them. They could move to any area of the house whenever they want.”
She touches the bed, bouncing the mattress next to Leech.
“They could have slept in this very bed,” she says.
Then she picks up a pillow and smells it. There’s a lingering perfume scent.
“It’s Mom,” she says, inhaling the perfume deeply. “I know it is.”
Tick goes to the bathroom. There’s no doorway leading inside, so it’s not private, but it is a separate room. The cage of planets doesn’t brighten much of the bathroom from around the corner, so Tick goes for the light switch. It doesn’t work.
His worn out face stares back at him in the dimly lit mirror. He’s covered in dried sweat and soot from the fire. He desperately needs a bath. Without thinking, he goes for the faucet and nearly falls over with shock when water gushes out.
“It works…” Tick cries.
He puts his face into the sink and drinks.
“Water!”
Then he splashes a handful into his face. When he looks into the mirror, rubbing water out of his eyes, he sees a black figure in the shower behind him where the light doesn’t reach.
Tick jumps out of the bathroom.
“There’s creepers in here,” he says.
Polly limps to the bathroom doorway.
“Are we safe?” she asks, looking at the twisting figure in the corner.
“As long as the light is on and we stay out of the shadows,” he says.
The second Tick says this, the sun in the cage dims down to a brown light. Dozens of black creatures are revealed in all the corners of the room.
“What happened?” Polly cries.
The creatures turn to her.
Tick runs to the cage and touches the handle. The sun brightens and floods the room with light until the creepers disappear.
“It powers down if you let go of the handle for too long,” Tick says.
“So we have to keep holding that thing all night?” Polly asks.
“What do you mean all night?”
“Aren’t we going to spend the night here?”
Tick shakes his head. “No, we have to find a map room first. What if we’re only minutes away from Mom and Dad and don’t even know it?”
“Or it could take another whole day just to find a map room,” Polly says. “We have water and a bed. We should rest here.”
“But it’s not exactly the safest place…”
“I’ll keep my hand on the cage the whole time I sleep if I have to.”
Tick thinks about it for a moment. Then he nods. He knows that there’s really no place safe in the house anymore. And he feels bad about dragging Polly around with such serious injuries.
“I hope this is a good idea,” Tick says.
He goes back to the entrance of the room and closes the door. The instant the door is shut, scraping and clawing sounds erupt against the walls outside. The creepers know they’re in there. It’s going to be difficult to sleep knowing they’re surrounded inside and out.


“Are you going to sleep with that stupid armor?” Polly says to Tick.
He’s lying on the giant bed, still wearing his homemade wooden shields. His helmet is long gone. He doesn’t even remember where he lost that, probably back in the nursery.
“I’m not taking this off,” he says. “I’m surrounded by monsters.”
Polly takes her dress off and looks at herself in the mirror. She doesn’t care if Tick sees her anymore. The wound on her ribs is looking worse. It’s turning green and covered in pus.
“It’s so itchy…” she says.
Polly tries washing it, but that only breaks the wound open more. The room fills with a horrible stench.
“What is that smell?” Tick says, covering his nose.
She frowns at him. She doesn’t mind the smell, as if she’s already gotten used to it.
“It’s infected,” she says.
“It smells like the rotten food in the tea room,” Tick says.
“I need antibiotics. There was probably some in the nursery. I’m sure Mom and Dad will have some.”
Tick begins to worry. He suddenly thinks staying the night is a bad idea. They shouldn’t just lie around while her infection spreads.
“We should only rest for an hour,” Tick says. “Then we need to find you medicine.”
“I need a full night of sleep,” Polly says. “The medicine can wait.”
Tick gets up from the bed and goes toward her. The closer he gets, the more intense the pungent odor of her rotten wound becomes.
“It’s so gross,” Tick says.
Her face turns red with anger. “Shut up, Tick.”
“If it spreads higher will your boob rot off?” he says.
“Shut up!” she shrieks.
He’s trying to work her up about it. She’s acting like it’s nothing, but the infection is obviously serious. If they had two light sources he would let her sleep and go look for antibiotics on his own, but they have to stick together. She has to come with him to search for the medicine. He can’t let her ignore it.
“I don’t even know if I can sleep in the same room with you,” Tick says. “It’s like rotten eggs. If you don’t get it cured soon you’ll probably smell like that forever. Nobody will ever want to go near you.”
Polly doesn’t respond. She just glares at him, fuming. Her eye turns red. She growls.
“So do you still want to sleep here all night and let the infection spread? Or search for Mom and Dad so we can get you help?”
Her eye is locked on his. Foams leaks from the corner of her mouth. She steps forward, not caring that she’s only in her underwear.
“Polly?” he asks.
She hisses and aims her antlers at him.
“Not now…” he says. “You can’t do this now.”
He thought he’d seen the last of her episodes, but his older sister is still in heat. She is still prone to fits of psychotic sexual rage.
“Calm down…” he says.
She screams like a bloodthirsty animal and charges at him. Her antlers connect with the wooden plate on his chest and he flies backward, landing skull-first into the floor.
Dazed, he finds himself unable to dodge when Polly jumps on top of him, clawing at the wood on his arms.
“Stop it…” Tick cries.
She slams her head into his face. The tip of one antler opens up a large gash down the center of his forehead, an inch away from gouging out his eyes. He pushes her back. She writhes on top of him, biting at the air above his nose, digging her claws into his forearms.
“Watch out,” he says. “Your wound…”
Blood leaks across the tile floor as she rips open the wound on her side. She doesn’t seem to be able to notice pain anymore, moving her body with such intensity, as if she has no idea she’s injured at all.
The putrid egg stench fills Tick’s nostrils. He turns his face, gagging on the odor, dry-heaving, coughing drool down his cheek. If he had any food in him he would have thrown up.
“Get off!” Tick cries.
He wiggles out of her grasp, but there’s nowhere to run. If he escapes into the hallway without the cage of light, he will be killed by the creepers out there. If he takes the cage with him, Polly will be killed by the creepers in here. But if he stays in here with her, she’ll probably tear him apart.
She grabs him again and bites down on the board of wood on his arm. The loud cracking sound makes Tick think she’s breaking out all of her teeth, but it’s only the wood splintering.
The sun in the cage dims down and the room fills with shadows. Creepers peer at them, eyes filled with venom, their gnarled figures twisting through the dark.
Polly is thrown off by the dimming of the light. She loosens her grip on Tick. The boy uses the opportunity to run for Leech. He sweeps the baby up. Polly charges after him. He drops to the floor and crawls under the bed. The wiggly grub in his arms squeaks and bubbles in his ear as Polly tries to follow him under the bed.
Her antlers are too big for her to get through. They stab and scrape at the bed frame. She reaches her hands inside, swiping at him. He crawls away from the edge toward the center.
In the shadows, he becomes visible to the creepers in the room. Those who spot his position shriek and come at him, disappearing from the shadows in the corners. He can’t see them while they’re in the light. But once they get to the bed, he sees their claws reaching in, swiping at him. Their antlers are also too big to get through.
When Polly gets bored with Tick, she turns to the half-visible creepers in the corners of the room. She charges at a group of them, antlers-first.
“Polly!” Tick cries. “Stay away from them!”
Her antlers collide with the antlers of one of the creatures. The two of them fall away from each other. She attacks again, hooking their antlers together, but when she pulls back, into the light, the creeper disappears.
Tick crawls back to the edge of the bed.
“Over here!” Tick yells.
Polly turns her crazed eye toward him. Several creepers close in on her from the shadows.
“Come to me,” he says, waving his hand out from under the bed at her. “Attack me, not them.”
Polly charges at him and stabs her antlers into the mattress, ripping open the comforter. Tick just barely rolls back to safety.
“Come on,” he says. “Come get me.”
He teases her, holding out his hands inches away from hers so she feels as though she’s just about got him. He can’t let her attention go back to the creepers.
For the next hour, Tick has to keep this up. Polly shrieks, thrashing her hands at him, grinding her crotch against the corner of the bed. The blood leaking onto the floor sends Leech into a squirming frenzy, trying to break out of Tick’s grasp to drink up all the fresh food that’s getting wasted.


Tick wakes to a squeaking sound. He doesn’t know how long he’s been out. Exhaustion must have gotten the best of him.
He looks around for Leech, but the little bug is no longer in his arms. He crawls out from under the bed and lifts the cage of light, bringing the room to its full brightness. The creepers in the corners fade away.
Polly is unconscious, lying on the bed, exhausted. Sweat pours down her cheeks. Her face flushed. She looks as if she has a fever from the infection.
Leech is on top of her, drinking from her open wound. The little insect must have followed the trail of blood to her.
“No!” he yells at the grub baby. “Get off of her!”
Leech squirts and growls at him.
He runs at the bed. The baby looks fat, having swallowed a large amount of her blood. If he slept any longer she might have sucked his big sister dry.
“She’s too sick,” he says. “You can’t drink from her.”
The maggot squeals like a cranky piglet when Tick pulls her off of Polly.
“Bad bug,” Tick says to her.
Leech snaps at his nose.
When Tick examines Polly’s wound, he notices that it doesn’t stink anymore. It’s not rotten.
Leech squirts and sniffs in his hands.
“Did you do this?” he asks the baby.
Polly’s wound has been sterilized. All of the dead infected flesh has been eaten away. The bad blood has been sucked out. Leech was just being her usual greedy gluttonous self, but inadvertently stopped Polly’s infection from spreading.
He puts his hand on Polly’s forehead. If she had a fever before, she doesn’t now. She’s going to be okay.
“You ugly little worm,” Tick hollers at the baby, lifting her up over his head. “I could kiss you!”
The maggot squeaks and gurgles at him.
It growls when he kisses the top of its head.


Tick allows Leech to drink from Polly a little longer, just to make sure her wounds are clean. He only lets her drink from the eye wound for a few minutes, worried about what Polly would do if she woke up to a bug sucking on her eye socket. But his big sister is in a deep sleep. He covers her with a blanket. Then he lies down next to her, holding the cage of light between them. Leech, on the other hand, is harnessed to the side of the bed. She might have saved Polly’s life, but she could easily kill either of them if left to feed unsupervised.
Falling into sleep, Tick has dreams of exploring the massive house. At first, it’s a wondrous dream filled with many beautiful, strange rooms and fascinating sights that he encounters on his journey. But then his dream goes bad. He dreams that he is an old man, still exploring the house, spending his entire life looking for his parents that are never to be found.



CHAPTER TWELVE


Polly is disgusted when she learns Tick let the baby drink from her. She wants to bite into the creature’s bubbly flesh and drink out its blood to see how it likes being fed upon.
“But she cured your infection,” Tick says.
“It’s still gross!” she cries. “Never let that thing touch me again. No matter what.”
“She might have saved your life,” Tick says.
“Whatever,” she says. “Let’s get out of here.”
They drink as much water as they can fit in their bellies and fill the only water bottle they have with them. Because of the large hole in its center the water bottle can hold very little, but there’s nothing else in the room that they can use.
When they continue their journey through the maze of corridors, Polly has a smile on her face.
“What?” Tick asks, wondering why she looks so happy all of a sudden.
“Nothing,” she says, shaking her head. But then she says, “What do you think Mom and Dad are like?”
“Mom and Dad?”
“I bet Dad is smart, handsome, and popular,” she says. “Mom is probably caring, pretty, full of wisdom…”
Her eyes go distant, fantasizing about them.
Tick nods. “I can’t wait to meet them.”
“Do you think they’ll like me?” she asks. “I hope they like me.”
Tick nods.
He’s all of a sudden not so enthusiastic about imagining what they’re like.
“What’s wrong?” Polly asks. “You don’t want to talk about them?”
Tick shakes his head.
“I was just thinking,” he says. “You always worry about whether they’ll like you or not. But what if we don’t like them?”
“What do you mean?”
“What if they aren’t friendly? Mom could be stupid and selfish. Dad could be scary. I’m worried that they won’t turn out to be good people.”
“Don’t be silly,” she says. “They’re our parents. Of course they’re good people.”


They check every room they come to, but none of them are map rooms. They find a couple more bedrooms, smaller than the previous one. These rooms are just as clean, but do not have water in their sinks. Some rooms are filled with machines. A couple of rooms are filled with boxes of flooring tiles and other carpentry supplies. There is a laundry room, a billiard room, and an entire gymnasium filled with strange exercise equipment. All of these rooms are set up as if waiting for people to use them, but everything is dead. No sign of their parents. No sign of any people at all.
“What’s that?” Polly asks, pointing toward a lit doorway halfway down the corridor.
“A light?” Tick asks.
Light pours from a doorway up ahead. When they get closer, they see a shadow in the light stretching across the hall. It is in the shape of a person.
“Somebody’s in there,” Polly says.
They rush toward the doorway.
“Hello?” Tick says. “Is somebody there?”
The closer they get to the doorway, the more human-shaped the shadow looks. But it doesn’t move.
They turn the corner and see a woman standing in the hall, her back to them. She is in a small lobby, lined with elevators. The light panels on the ceiling are turned on, but only immediately above where the woman stands.
“Hello?” Polly says to the woman.
She doesn’t turn around. She doesn’t move.
“Is she alive?” Tick asks.
“Maybe it’s just a statue…”
When they go to the front of the woman, they realize she is not a statue. She has short purple hair that matches her wide motionless purple eyes, and a small heart-shaped mouth that looks like it is giving the air a kiss. She wears the uniform of a maid.
“She’s frozen in place,” Tick says.
He touches her. The skin is flexible.
“She’s like Nanny,” Polly says. “A robot.”
“Are you sure?” Tick says.
He touches her eyeball. It is wet with a synthetic liquid.
“She must have broken down while cleaning,” Polly says.
“Do you think all the servants in this house are robots?”
“Maybe,” Polly says. “It’s a big house. It would make sense to have robots clean it.”
“But we didn’t see any maids until now. Where are all the others?”
“Maybe they’ve also broken down,” Polly says.
“Why doesn’t anyone repair them?”
“Maybe the robot that repairs the robots is broken down, too.”
Tick shakes the robot woman. She’s like a dummy. When he pushes her over, her posture doesn’t change. She stays in a standing position, staring straight ahead at nothing, even though she’s lying horizontally on the floor.
“What did you do that for?” Polly asks. “That wasn’t nice.”
“I wanted to see if she’d turn back on,” Tick says.
“She’s not turning back on,” Polly says. “She’s broken.”
They step away from the robot on the ground and search the lobby.
“Hey,” Polly says, pointing at a sign on the wall.
“What?” Tick says.
“The map.”
A sign that reads MAP is hanging on the wall with an arrow pointing to the left.
“That’s it,” Tick says. “The map room!”
They run down the lobby, searching for the map. The arrows point them down another corridor until they get to a small gray door with the words “Map Room” positioned above the doorframe.


When they enter the room, small lights flicker on one at a time, illuminating the maps on display. The room is filled with dozens of maps. There are so many that it seems like a map museum.
“Which map is for this house?” Tick asks.
There are too many of them. Polly steps closer, examining each of them carefully.
“There must be a map here for every house in the neighborhood,” Tick says.
“So many rooms…” Polly says.
Each map has hundreds of rooms, so many that it’s difficult to read the tiny labels explaining what each room is supposed to be. She touches one map and it zooms in, showing her the details of the area she touched. The maps aren’t made of paper. They are plasma screens.
“This one,” Tick says.
He is standing in front of the only map with a blinking red dot on it.
“It says you are here.” He points at the dot. “This must be the map for the house we’re in now.”
Polly leans over his shoulder, and pushes the red dot. The screen zooms in to the map room, their current location. Leech chews on her locks of green hair as they hang in her chubby face.
“So where would our parents’ chambers be on this map?” she asks.
“I don’t understand the names of half these rooms,” Tick says. “Nylurg Room? Ongoing Prayer Room? Video Arena?”
“It probably wouldn’t be called parent’s quarters,” Polly says. “Maybe something like main quarters? Master bedroom?”
Tick shakes his head. “I don’t see anything like this on the map.”
“There are so many rooms. We can’t just explore them one at a time. It would take days.”
“We’ll just have to study each room on these maps until we find the place they’d most likely be.”
Polly nods and continues examining the giant map on the wall.
“Wait a minute…” Polly says, zooming out on the map. “We passed a row of elevators on the way here.”
“So?” Tick says.
“If there are elevators that means this house has multiple floors, but there’s only one level shown on the map.”
“So where are the other levels?” he asks.
Polly turns around and looks at the dozens of maps on the walls.
“There…” she says.
“All of them?”
“These aren’t maps of multiple houses,” she says. “Each map is for a different floor. It’s all just one house.”
“But that means this building is almost a hundred stories tall…”
“And a hundred miles wide…”
“It wouldn’t just take days to explore the whole house,” Tick says. “It would take years.”
Polly pushes away from the map, ripping her hair out of Leech’s mouth. She clenches her fists, wishing she could just ram her antlers into every map screen so that she wouldn’t have to face reality.
“It’s impossible,” Polly says. “Even if we searched this house for the rest of our lives, we would never find them. It’s the size of a whole city.”
Tick shakes his head. “It’s the size of a whole country.”


Tick tries not to allow the immense size of the building to discourage him. After grumbling for most of an hour, Polly finally comes around as well. The house is huge, but if they can figure out exactly where they need to go it won’t be such a long voyage.
“We’re on the sixty-third floor,” Tick says. “Each floor seems to be divided into eight sections, with elevators in the center of each section. There is also a map room near the middle of each section. If we can just figure out which floor Mom and Dad are on it shouldn’t be too difficult to get to them.”
Polly stares at the map.
“How much distance have we traveled so far?” she asks, trying to get a grip on how large the map really is.
“Pretty far, but we’ve barely covered even a tenth of just this one floor.”
She points at a cluster of rooms near the vicinity of the blinking red dot.
“This is the nursery?” she asks. “It’s just around the corner from where we are now.” Her voice becomes angry. “Have we just walked in a circle and are back where we started?”
“No,” Tick says. “That’s not the nursery.” He points at a cluster of rooms further away, to the northwest of the blinking red dot. “We came from the other direction, way over here.”
“But it says nursery here,” Polly says.
It says nursery in both locations. Tick zooms in on the map.
“It has a number next to it,” Tick says. “Nursery #505.”
“What does our nursery say?”
Tick zooms in on the section of the map they came from.
“Nursery #507,” he says.
“There is another nursery in this house?” Polly asks.
“If these numbers mean anything then there could be over 500 other nurseries in this house,” Tick says.
Polly’s jaw goes slack. For a moment she can’t even speak.
“How is that possible?” Polly says. “Nanny never said anything about this. Are there kids in every one of them?”
“I don’t know…”
“We have to go to one,” Polly says. She turns toward the door. “Right now.”
“But what about the maps?” Tick says.
“The maps can wait,” she says. “We’ll come back. It’s just around the corner.”
“It’s not just around the corner,” Tick says. “It’s at least a mile away.”
Polly won’t listen. She grabs the cage of light and leaves the room. Tick has no choice but to follow her.


“Slow down,” Tick says, trying to catch up to his sister. “What’s the rush?”
She doesn’t slow down.
“I have to see if there’s really another nursery.”
“Why?”
“I have to see if there are other kids in it.”
“But why does it matter?”
She stops and turns around.
“This is our parents’ house,” she says. “If there are other nurseries in this house then that means they have other kids besides us.”
“So?” Tick says. “That should make you happy. It means we have other brothers and sisters we don’t know about.”
“That’s the problem,” she yells, her eye becomes moist as if she’s about to tear up. “Don’t you get it? If they have tons of other kids then what does that make me to them? I wouldn’t be special. I’d just be one of their hundreds of children raised in one of their hundreds of nurseries. They won’t want to have anything to do with me.”
She turns and continues on.
“You don’t know that for sure,” Tick says, following after her. “We don’t know anything about this place. For all we know, Mom and Dad don’t own this house. There could be tons of people who live here. If there are kids in the other nursery maybe they belong to another set of parents who live in another part of the house.”
Polly doesn’t respond. She picks up her pace. She has to see for herself.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


When they get to Nursery #505, it looks exactly like the one they grew up in. Only this one appears long abandoned. The door has been broken open, antler and claw marks cover the surface. The power is out. The air is stale and musty, as if it hasn’t been breathed in years.
“Do you think children ever lived here?” Tick asks.
“I don’t know,” Polly says. “Maybe it’s just a backup nursery in case something happened to ours…”
They search through the rooms. All of the rooms are dusty, but fully furnished. Other than the dust and the antler marks on many of the walls, the nursery is in pristine condition. The rooms seem unlived in. The beds are tightly made, as if they’ve never been used.
“Maybe you’re right,” Tick says. “Maybe this nursery was only meant as a backup.”
But when they enter the baby room, they realize that’s not the case.
“Gross…” Polly says, looking down at the dead bodies.
The remains of four dead human larvae are in the room. In the bowl of the crib and scattered on the floor are the remnants of eggshells and worm-shaped skeletons. They are covered in cobwebs.
“What happened to them?” Tick asks.
Polly looks them over. She holds her face to her nose as if the bodies smell, even though all the flesh rotted away so long ago that the only smell left in the room is dust.
“The eggs were delivered through the baby tunnel,” she says. “But there must have been nobody in the nursery to take care of them. They died one by one, alone in the dark.”
“Shouldn’t this nursery have a nanny to take care of them?”
“Maybe there was one that broke down before these children were born,” Polly says. “Like the maid by the elevators.”
Tick looks at Leech, imagining she could have been one of these larvae skeletons on the floor if she was born in this nursery.
“It’s so sad…” he says, petting Leech’s head.
Leech just squeaks and poofs, oblivious to the bodies around her.


They explore the rest of the nursery and sure enough they find a broken down robot in one of the rooms. It lies on the floor, its chest torn open by antlers. It is obviously the work of creepers.
“She looks exactly like Nanny Warburough,” Tick says.
“They probably all look like Nanny Warburough,” Polly says.
“Do you think she was exactly like our nanny?”
“Maybe.”
“I like the thought of there being other versions of Nanny out there in other nurseries. It’s like she’s still alive out there somewhere.”
“She was never alive,” Polly says. “She was just a robot.”
They go through the store rooms, looking for supplies. Polly takes some antibiotics and pain relievers from the medicine dispenser. Tick grabs some bottles that can be used to carry water next time they come across some.
As he passes the boy’s room, Tick suddenly feels as if he’s back at home, back in the nursery he was raised. It makes him wish they could stay there for a few nights. He rushed out of the burning nursery so quickly he didn’t have a chance to give it a proper goodbye.
“You have to keep going,” says a voice from the boy’s room.
It is the voice of Tick’s paper mom. He hears her unfolding herself out of the closet, smoothing out the wrinkles on her stomach, but she doesn’t show herself. The room is covered in shadows, so Tick doesn’t enter.
“You still have to find me,” she says.
“I’m trying,” Tick says. “Nobody ever told me the house was so big.”
“It’s big, but you will find me if you don’t give up,” she says.
“Of course I won’t give up,” Tick says.
“I love you, my darling,” says the paper mom.
“I love you, too, Mom,” he says.
Polly comes up behind Tick, holding a pile of supplies in her hands, including a brand new dress.
“Who are you talking to?” Polly asks.
Tick looks back at her and shakes his head. “No one. Just myself.” He points at her dress. “What are you going to do with that?”
“I need new clothes,” she says. “I’ll have to modify this dress so it fits, but the one I’m wearing is nearly ruined. You should get some new clothes as well.”
Tick nods.
“The food machines don’t work,” she continues. “The water doesn’t either. There’s nothing here. We should go back to the map room.”
Tick nods again.
“If there’re any other nurseries in the area we should check them out,” she says. “Maybe one of them will even have a food machine that works.”


When they leave the nursery Tick checks out the other rooms in the outer corridor, hoping to find a second birdcage full of planets. It would have been good to have a second light source. But there’s nothing like it that he can find.
“We should focus on finding food,” Polly says on the way back to the map room. “There’s got to be a nursery we can get food from somewhere.”
“I think we should just focus on finding Mom and Dad,” Tick says. “They can give us food when we get there.”
“But who knows how long it will take to find them,” she says. “If the nurseries are marked on the map, they’ll be easier to get to.”
“Let’s study the map before we decide,” Tick says. “If we find an area of the house that seems a likely place for Mom and Dad to be, I say we head in that direction and stop off at any nurseries that might be along the way. There might also be other places on the map where we can get food besides the nurseries.”
Polly agrees. “Sounds like a plan.”
Tick is surprised by her response. She hardly ever agrees with anyone.
For a few minutes, they walk in silence. In their path far ahead, prowling creepers appear and disappear in the shadows. The monsters don’t alarm them as much as they used to. As long as they have the light, they feel completely safe.
Polly watches him as they walk. Just watches.
When he notices her watching him, she says, “Back in the nursery, I heard you talking to somebody.”
“I said I was talking to myself,” he says.
“But I heard you say, I love you, too, Mom. Why would you say that if you’re talking to yourself?”
“It’s nothing,” he says. “I sometimes imagine Mom is with me. I talk to her. She comforts me when I’m sad. She’s not real, though. It just makes me feel good to pretend I’m with her.”
Polly’s eye widens when she hears him talk about it.
“You, too?” she asks.
“What do you mean?”
“Ever since I was little I had an imaginary Mom that only I could see,” she says. “She talked to me all the time. She still does. I thought I was going crazy whenever she was around.”
“Me, too,” Tick says. “I talk to her almost every day. She used to sing me lullabies and help me go to sleep.”
“What does she look like when you imagine her?” Polly asks.
“She looks like one of my drawings of her,” Tick says. “She’s not a real person, though. She is like a paper drawing come to life.”
Polly seems unfazed by the idea of Tick’s paper mom.
“My imaginary Mom is big,” she says. “Really big. She barely fits in my room. Even though I’m practically an adult now, she can still pick me up and put me in her arms as if I’m the size of a baby. It’s weird, isn’t it?”
“How does she pick you up if she’s imaginary?” Tick asks.
“I don’t know,” she says. “I think she mostly comes to me in my dreams. She can pick me up when I’m dreaming.”
“Why do you think we both have imaginary moms?” Tick asks.
“Maybe it’s normal,” Polly says. “Maybe we want to have moms so badly that our brains invented them for us.”
Tick nods his head. He’s not sure if her explanation is correct, but he’s glad he’s not the only one who has an imaginary mom. It makes him feel much less insane.


Back in the map room, they spend hours studying the locations. There are eight nurseries on every floor except the lower levels which don’t seem to have any nurseries at all. The nurseries on their current floor are labeled #504-512. There really are hundreds of nurseries in the house. Nursery #640 is the last one on the highest floor.
“That many…” Polly says. “It seems like too many to fathom.”
She pauses to slip on a new dress she has just finished modifying.
“I think I’m beginning to believe what you said before,” she says. “There has to be more parents living in this house besides Mom and Dad. How could they have enough children to fill 640 nurseries? That would be crazy.”
“What if there is one set of parents per floor?” Tick asks.
“Maybe,” Polly says. “If that’s true then they might not be too far away. We should focus on studying the map of this floor.”
“You do that,” Tick says. “I’m going to study the lower floors.”
“Why?”
“There are no nurseries on the bottom five floors. Nanny said the reason human children are raised in nurseries is because they don’t like to be around kids while they’re growing up. They think we’re disgusting. It makes the most sense to me that they’d live on the floors where there aren’t any kids.”
She nods. “You search those. I’ll search these.”
Tick gets straight to work, but he doesn’t make much sense of the maps on the lower floors. The rooms are bigger. The names of the rooms are words he’s never heard before.
Polly makes a discovery before he does.
“Here it is!” she cries.
Tick goes to her. “What?”
“I found it.” She points at a room on the other end of their floor. “It’s where Mom and Dad are. I know it is.”
“Why? What is it?”
He looks at the room. It reads Master Hall.
“So?” Tick says. “It just says Master Hall. That could be anything.”
“No, look at all the rooms around it,” she says.
He looks more carefully and realizes that it’s actually a whole cluster of rooms with the word Master in the title: Master Hall, Master Bath, Master Gym, Master Store, Master Aquarium, Master Dining. They are all on one section of the house on the same floor. They are also very far away.
“It has to be it, right?” she says. She looks at the other maps. “There are rooms named this on every floor. It has to be true—one set of parents per floor.”
Tick nods. “Yeah, it’s far away. But it might be exactly what we’re looking for.”
“There are at least three nurseries along the way,” Polly says. “I’m sure we’ll find food in one of them. Let’s go.”
She picks up the light and heads to the map room exit, smiling impatiently. Tick frowns, puts Leech back in her harness, and follows after. Polly is confused by his expression.
“What’s with the face?” she asks. “Aren’t you excited?”
Tick nods slowly. “I’m fine. I’m just tired. Let’s go.”
He doesn’t want to explain the real reason he’s acting the way he is. Before he stepped away from the map he saw a room in the same area called Master Nursery. He wonders if that means there is a prime nursery, one that raises kids that are more important than other kids in the other nurseries. He wonders if their Mom and Dad only care about the Master Nursery kids. He decides not to tell Polly about it. He doesn’t want her to have to worry about that.


On the way to the master rooms, they take a detour to one of the nurseries. It is Nursery #508. The door is locked, barricaded on the inside. They knock and yell out, wondering if there are kids or a nanny in there somewhere. Nobody answers. There is a doorbell, which parents probably use when picking up their children, but they’re not sure if it works. They don’t hear any noise coming from within. When Tick puts his ear to the door, all he hears is the light scratching of antlers against the inner walls of the nursery.
“Let’s go,” he tells Polly, shaking his head.
They go to Nursery #511 next, but also can’t get inside. Not because the door is locked, but because a pile of rubble blocks their way into the entry room.
“What happened in there?” Tick asks, as Polly shines the cage of light into the ruins.
“The ceiling caved in,” Polly says. “If any kids were living in there they’d have been buried alive.”
They try to find Nursery #504, but all the rooms on its section of the house are charred black. A fire must have swept through a long time ago, burning everything down.
“Every nursery we come to is dead,” Tick says. “What if there aren’t any left?”
“There are 640 of them. We’ve only been to a few. There’s got to be some that still have power.”
“I haven’t been hungry all day,” Tick says. “I haven’t eaten in forever. Why am I not hungry?”
“Your body is eating itself,” she says. “You’re not hungry because you’re living off of your fat.”
“I don’t have that much fat,” he says.
“Don’t worry,” Polly says. “We didn’t get food in the nurseries, but we’ll get food once we get to the master rooms. Even if Mom and Dad aren’t in them, I’m sure there’s a Master Tea Room or someplace similar where we can eat.”
“But it’s really far,” Tick says. “My feet are all blistered. I’ve never walked for this long in my whole life.”
“What about me?” she whines. “I’m in far worse shape than you and you don’t see me complaining.”
“I’m not complaining,” Tick says.
“Then come on.”


When they finally arrive at the master rooms on the other side of floor 63, Tick is ready to collapse. Polly is in even worse shape than Tick, but she’s so excited that she puts up with the pain.
“Through there?” Tick asks, pointing at the double doors at the end of the hallway.
Polly nods.
“Right through those doors our parents are awaiting our arrival,” she says.
“No, they’re not,” Tick says.
She smiles, “Let me pretend. This is what I’ve been waiting for my whole life.” She straightens her doll face eye patch and wipes dust from her new dress. “How do I look?”
“Fine,” Tick says. “Let’s just go. We need food and sleep. You still need medical attention.”
Polly giggles. “I don’t care about any of that. I just want to meet them. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
They can see light coming through the crack between the double doors.
“People are in there,” she says. “I know they are.”
The closer they get, the louder they hear a commotion.
“It sounds like voices,” Tick says. “A lot of voices.
“Maybe Mom and Dad are throwing a party,” she says. “It sounds like a crowd of people talking. Maybe they’re even ballroom dancing.”
The smile on her face is so wide that it nearly causes the scab under her eye patch to break apart.
When they get to the doors, they don’t open them right away. They turn to each other. There is clearly a crowd of people on the other side. One of them is bound to be a parent of theirs. They’re sure of it.
“This is it,” Polly says.
Tick nods.
“Are you ready to meet Mom and Dad?” Polly says.
“Let’s do it,” Tick says.
On the count of three, they plan to open the doors.
“One,” Polly says.
“Two,” Tick says.
“Three,” they both say.
When they open the doors, bright light pours into the hallway and wind blows so hard against their faces that they can hardly see.
There aren’t any people. The sound they mistook for a crowded party was the white noise caused by a wind tunnel blowing through the room.
Tick holds onto the side of the doorway, protecting Leech from the strong winds. Polly steps forward into the room.
“No…” she says. Tick can barely hear her voice over the wind. “It can’t be…”
Tick has to raise his hand to block the light of the dark orange sun to understand what he’s looking at. There aren’t any master rooms beyond the double doors. At least, not anymore.
Ten feet past the doorway, the room becomes a sixty-three story drop off. The rest of the house, beyond this point, has long since collapsed.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Polly stands on what is now a balcony, looking out at the vast world beyond their parents’ home. She is on her knees, tears flowing down her face, wind rippling her green locks of hair. A third of the giant house has broken away like a landslide and become a mountain of rubble below. It seems to have happened a long time ago.
Tick steps out, slowly, careful not to get too close to the edge. The black and white tile floor is still crumbling away one section at a time, tiles blowing away into the breeze like lost birds. He looks up at the remains of the building above him. The destruction extends for two dozen levels, all ending in jagged balconies ready to collapse at any minute. Then he looks down. The pile of debris stretches for miles. All the master rooms would be in the wreckage below. If their parents did live in this section of the house they would likely be long dead.
“What do you think caused this?” Tick asks.
Polly doesn’t speak. The sight of such massive devastation overwhelms her. She just sits there, looking over the edge.
“The whole side of the building tumbled down,” he says. “Do you think it was an accident? Maybe a big earthquake hit. I read about this kind of thing happening to houses.”
He squints his eyes and looks out past the rubble of the house. There are rolling orange mountains and rivers of red water. In the far distance, he can see other houses, dozens of them. All seem like they could be the same size as their parents’ house. These homes also appear to be in a state of ruin.
There are no signs of life outside the dead houses. No planes in the air. No vehicles on the streets. Just strong winds beating at their skin.
“It’s like everyone’s dead,” Tick says. “Could there have been a war? Nanny never said anything about a war.”
The sky is reddish in color, but Tick thought the sky was supposed to be blue. There are peach-colored clouds and three large spheres in the air. The spheres take up much of the sky.
“Planets…” Tick says.
The planets are so close they seem like they can touch the ground. A blue water planet hangs beyond the clouds like a moon. The top half of a brown gas giant grows out of the horizon. A yellow planet with rings like Saturn is the farthest away, but still close enough to be visible with the naked eye. The sun itself is blood red. It is massive, but it isn’t very bright. It appears to be dying.
“Where are we?” Tick asks. “This can’t be Earth…”
He looks down at the cage of light in his hand. The planets within are identical to the ones in the sky.
Polly looks up from the rubble at the planets in the red sky. She doesn’t recognize anything about this landscape. None of the pictures from any of the books in the nursery library looked like this. The world was supposed to be a place of blue skies and green valleys.
“Aren’t we supposed to be on Earth?” Tick asks.
Leech growls and squirts at the wind as it strikes her wet bug eyes. When Tick sees the ugly grub is suffering, he goes back inside the hallway, turning his back on the red atmosphere. He always used to dream about what it would be like to see the world beyond his parents’ house, but this is not the world he was expecting. It scares him. It is big, and crushing, and dead. And haunted.
“Mom and Dad are dead, aren’t they?” Polly says.
Tick turns back.
“Everybody’s dead,” Tick says. “The whole world.”


Tick and Polly have never felt more exhausted and drained as they retrace their steps, back the way they came, to find the nearest elevator. They feel like the living dead stepping through these hallways, dragging their blistered feet.
“One of the nurseries somewhere in this building still has power,” Tick says. “We’ll find it.”
When they get to the elevators, the button doesn’t work. The elevators in this section don’t seem to have power.
“Let’s take the stairs,” Polly says, pointing toward a doorway at the end of the row of elevators.
They trudge down one floor and head toward Nursery #495. Along the way, Tick feels himself falling in and out of consciousness. His paper mom comes up behind him, wraps her crumpled arm around his waist and helps him stay upright. He lets his weight rest against her hip.
“I’m not really dead,” says the paper mom.
He rests his cheek against her hollow body.
“I did not live on that section of the house,” she says. “I’m still alive.”
“No, you’re not,” Tick says. “You’re dead. Everything is dead.”
The paper mom giggles at him.
“No, my darling,” she says. “If I am dead then where did your little sister come from? She was born only recently.”
Tick thinks about it for a moment. His paper mother is right. She has to be alive somewhere if she just recently gave birth to Leech.
“But the house is in ruins…” Tick says.
“Most of the house still stands,” she says. “I live in a more secure area of the building, lower down.”
“Really?”
“Yes, darling. You know this to be true.”
“Where?”
“You’ll know when you find me,” she says.
Tick snaps out of it when he nearly falls over. He has been sleepwalking for a few minutes. Leech squirms and growls on his back.
When he tells Polly about his dream, she says that she also just had a similar talk with her imaginary mother. The world outside the nursery is not at all what they were expecting, but they believe there could possibly still be a chance that their parents are alive in the house somewhere.


There is a dim light shining through the corridor outside of Nursery #495. At first, Tick thinks it’s their planet cage reflecting the light back at them, but it is coming from within the nursery.
“Is the power on?” Polly can barely believe her eyes.
The front door to the nursery has been smashed open. Claw marks cover the walls. The lights are on inside, but it is silent.
“Hello?” Polly asks. “Is anyone there?”
There is no answer. They step inside.
“Hello?” she asks again, walking across the entrance room.
The walls and floor have all been sloppily painted white. Toys and trash litter the entryway. The place looks recently deserted.
“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Tick says.
They step further into Nursery #495, going down the hallway toward the tea room. They pass the girl’s room. The lights are on. The room is a mess, filled with toys and clothes scattered across the floor.
“Hello?” Polly says, sticking her head inside the room.
There’s no one inside, but somebody has obviously lived here in the not too distant past.
“It’s weird,” Polly says.
“What?”
She looks at the stuff on the floor. “Seeing this room. It looks exactly like my room. It has the same clothes in the closet, the same toys on the floor…” She steps inside and walks in a circle. “But some other girl has been living in it.”
“Do you think she’s still here?” Tick asks.
Polly shakes her head. All the claw marks covering the walls and furniture tell her everything she needs to know.
They go to the boy’s room. The room is clean, but has also been lived in. The nanny’s room is empty. The toy room and library are disaster areas. Furniture has been ripped apart. Holes and claw marks cover the walls. Blood stains on the carpet.
They don’t find anyone anywhere.
“Their bodies must have been dragged off,” Polly says. “I’d say it happened less than a year ago.”
“But all the lights are still on,” Tick says.
Polly shrugs. “There was nobody left alive to turn them back off.”


The food machines seem like they could be operational, but they still have a few hours before breakfast will be served. They decide to get some rest until then.
Tick removes the homemade wooden armor from his body. He doesn’t think he’ll put it back on. Though it saved his life on two occasions, the straps have been chaffing his skin and have made travel unbearable.
He moves the bed from the girl’s room into the boy’s room, so they can sleep in the same room together with the cage of light, just in case the power goes out. However, they put Leech in the baby room. The maggot is so hungry that she’ll probably try to drain them of blood in their sleep given the opportunity.
“There’s no water,” Polly says from the bathroom.
“That’s not a good sign,” Tick says. He doesn’t know what he’s going to do if the food machines don’t work.
When he goes to Polly in the bathroom, he sees her peeling off her fingernails.
“What are you doing?” he cries.
He cringes at the sound when she tears off another. Beneath her nails there are hard black lumps, shiny like marble.
“What’s wrong with your fingers?” Tick asks, his voice getting soft as he steps toward her.
“Nanny said this would happen,” Polly says. “I’m just going through puberty. Just as I’ve been growing antlers, I’m also beginning to grow claws.”
Tick examines the lumps on his sister’s fingers. “Claws?”
“Soon they will become long black razor-sharp talons,” she says. “A woman’s beauty is measured by the length of her talons.”
“I thought it was the height of your antlers?” Tick asks.
“That, too.”


Lying in bed, Tick can’t sleep. The thought of Polly growing talons frightens him. She already has antlers. Why does she need talons as well? He worries about what she’ll be like when she’s in heat with such fearsome claws. She’s already deadly enough with her antlers.
“Polly?” Tick asks, wondering if she’s still awake.
“Huh…” Her eyes are closed but she’s not asleep.
“I was just thinking…”
“About what?”
“Your claws,” he says.
“What about them?”
He pauses for a moment, wondering if he should actually talk to her about what’s on his mind. But he has to get it off of his chest.
“You’ve already got antlers. You go into fits of violent rage. Now you are growing claws… It sounds to me like you’re turning into one of the creepers.”
Polly turns to him and laughs.
Lying on her pillow, facing him, she says, “That’s ridiculous.”
“Think about it… You are beginning to look and behave more and more like them every day. What if humans turn into creepers once they grow up? What if the creepers in the hallways were originally kids born in nurseries?”
Polly shakes her head.
“Just because they have the antlers and claws of humans doesn’t mean they are humans. How come they disappear in the light? No matter how many changes my body goes through it’ll never be able to do that.”
“Well, what do you think the creepers are then?”
“Seagulls,” Polly says.
“Seagulls?” Tick asks.
“I read about seagulls and sea turtles in a book once,” she explains. “I believe we’re like the turtles. Sea turtles don’t raise their young. They lay dozens of eggs in a nest on the beach and then they abandon them. Kind of like how our parents abandoned us in our nursery.” She rolls over on her back, staring up at the ceiling as she speaks. “When the turtles hatch, they have to fend for themselves. They leave the safety of the nest and try to cross the beach to get to the sea, to the place where their mother lives. But it is dangerous. There are seagulls on the beach that hunt the baby turtles. A lot of them are killed and eaten.”
“So that’s why you think creepers wait outside our nurseries? So they can catch us and eat us like seagulls?”
Polly nods. “But sea turtles as a species survive because they lay so many eggs. The seagulls can’t possibly eat them all, so some are able to cross the beach and escape into the sea. I believe that’s why there are so many nurseries in this house. If hundreds of children are born in this place then odds are some will survive, even with so many creepers waiting in the shadows.”
Tick takes a deep breath and shakes his head.
“The sea turtles have it easier than us,” Tick says.
“Why’s that?”
“The beach we need to cross is falling apart around us. Everything is dying and crumbling. Nothing works. Our parents didn’t lay their eggs on a beach. They laid them in quicksand.” Tick closes his eyes. He’s so exhausted he can’t hold them open anymore. “I don’t think even a single sea turtle would survive if they had to cross quicksand.”
“Yeah,” Polly says. “Especially if there was no sea for them to escape into.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Are you my mommy?” says a little boy hovering over Polly’s forehead.
When Polly wakes to see the boy smiling at her, his pudgy grubby face beaming with excitement, she shrieks and flails her arms until she falls out of the bed.
Tick sits up and sees the kid standing over his sister.
“Where did you come from?” he asks.
The boy opens his mouth in a wide goopy smile, holding a mucus-stained teddy bear in his stubby grub-like arms. He is probably two or three years old, so he’s in the awkward stage between maggot and human. Not quite out of his larval stage, yet has a recognizable humanoid shape.
He wobbles toward Polly and tries to give her a hug.
“Eww, get him away from me,” Polly screams, rushing away from the boy to stand behind Tick.
Tick steps toward him and leans down.
“Have you been here the whole time?” Tick asks. “Are you all by yourself?”
His lips stretch out like a balloon and then he puts the teddy bear’s head in his mouth.
“What’s your name?” Tick asks.
He doesn’t reply, just sucking on the plushy fur.
“Where’s your Nanny?” Tick asks.
The boy spits the slimy teddy bear out of his mouth.
“She stopped talking so we buried her in the toy box,” says the kid.
The kid smiles at Polly again and tries to get past Tick’s legs.
“Who’s we?” Tick asks, holding him in place.
“Mommy,” the kid says, pointing at Polly’s face. “Why is your eye a baby head?”
“Stop calling me that…” Polly hides her face in her hand. “I’m not your mommy.”
The boy looks at Tick. “Are you my daddy?”
“No,” Tick says. “We’re just kids like you. We come from another nursery.”
“Oh,” he says. “Which nursery?”
“You know there are other nurseries?”
“Two,” says the kid. “No… Three.”
Then he asks, “Are you from the wet one?”
“The wet one?”
“I didn’t see you there,” he says.
“What?”
“We just came back,” he says.
“Who else is with you?”
The sound of footsteps comes down the hallway toward them.
“Drool, where’d you go?” It’s a girl’s voice. “I told you never to run off. It’s dangerous.”
The girl pushes the bedroom door open. She’s about ten or eleven years old, sickly thin, deep circles under her eyes. When she sees Tick and Polly she freezes, shocked to find them there. Then she pulls out a knife.
“Who are you?” she shouts, her voice trembling. “What are you doing here?”
Tick raises his arms when she points the knife in his direction.
“It’s Mommy and Daddy,” the maggot boy cries, but the crazed girl ignores his words.
“Get away from him!” the girl shrieks, pulling the little boy away from Tick and Polly. “You can’t take him. Don’t you dare take him!”
“We’re not trying to take him,” Polly says. “We’re just looking for food.”
The girl is frantic. Her eyes wild like an animal.
“Are you my mom?” she asks Polly, pointing the knife.
“No,” she says.
“Then why do you have antlers?” she asks. “Why are you here? Why did you leave me with that crazy woman?”
“I’m too young to be your mother,” Polly says. “I’m only fifteen.”
“I’m not going with you,” the girl yells. “Neither of us are ever going with you. Not after what you did. I’ll kill you if you try to take us.”
“Calm down,” Tick says.
“You calm down,” she cries, stepping forward, touching the knife to Tick’s throat.
Then Tick sees something in her eyes. He thought her voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it before. Now, at this distance, he’s sure it is her.
“I can’t believe it,” Tick cries. “It’s really you.”
The girl steps back, inching toward the doorway. Tick steps forward with a smile. He disregards the knife pointed at him.
“You know her?” Polly asks.
The girl twitches. Her eyes dart between Tick and Polly.
Her blue hair is much longer and rattier. Her creamy gray skin is covered in bruises and sores. She’s malnourished and bony, with the expression of a rabid animal. But it’s her. It’s Darcy.
“Of course I do,” Tick says. “She’s my girlfriend.”


The crazed girl takes the boy and runs from the room. She jumps into the baby room, then closes and locks the door, screaming about how she’ll never let them take her away.
“Your girlfriend?” Polly asks.
“The one I always tell you about,” Tick says. “From school.”
“It can’t be,” Polly asks. “None of that was real. It was just a computer program.”
“I know,” he says. “It doesn’t make sense, but she looks exactly like her. She even has the same heart-shaped birthmark on her forehead.”
“It’s got to just be a coincidence,” Polly says. “All of that was fake.”
“But what if it wasn’t?” Tick says. “What if some of the other kids were real?”
“Everyone has their own school program,” Polly says. “Two people can’t go into the same one.”
“But it looks exactly like her…”
After a few moments of mulling it over, they realize they’ve forgotten about something very important.
“Wait a minute…” Polly says.
“What?”
“She locked herself in the baby room…”
Tick’s eyes pop out. “Leech!”
They run to the baby room and bang on the door, kicking and yelling for the girl to let them in. She doesn’t respond.
“Don’t hurt her,” Tick says. “She’s just a baby.”
Tick slams himself against the door until finally the little bug boy opens the lock for him.
“It’s getting big!” says the little boy.
They enter the room and see the crazy girl lying on the floor with her shirt unbuttoned. Leech is attached to her belly, feeding on her with ravenous speed. The baby has drunk so much that she has grown twice her size.
“So hungry…” the crazed girl says in a weak voice, trying to push away the swollen baby. “She was so hungry.”
Instead of causing Leech harm, the girl attempted to feed her. But she wasn’t aware of how starving the baby had been for going so long without eating.
Leech squeaks and purrs as she drinks, then growls and squirts when Tick pulls her off and puts her back in the crib. The girl he thinks is Darcy closes her eyes and falls unconscious, weak from the blood loss.
“Let’s put her to bed,” Polly says, lifting the girl by the shoulders. “Maybe she’ll calm down after she’s had some sleep.”


“Oatmeal…” Tick says, staring down into his bowl of mush.
The food machines in this nursery are operational, but just barely. The only food they serve for each and every meal is a slimy gruel that smells like walnuts and ham. The center of the table is just one giant vat of the stuff. No fruit. No sausage. No toast or jam. Just a foul-smelling mush.
Tick has always hated oatmeal and this is the worst oatmeal he’s ever had.
“At least it’s food…” he says to his bowl.
The bug boy is at the table with him, eating the mush with his hands. The goop is all over his fingers and smeared across his face.
“Don’t you use a spoon?” Tick asks.
The kid seems like he’s never used a spoon in his life.
“Chewy…” the kid says.
His nickname is Drool. He doesn’t know his real name.
Polly enters the room and squeezes into a tiny chair. She takes three helpings of the mush. Oatmeal has always been her favorite.
“How is she?” Tick asks.
Polly shakes her head. “She must have been through a lot.”
“Did you talk to her?”
“Yeah, for awhile,” she says. “After I finally convinced her that I wasn’t her mom, I was able to get her to answer some questions. Her name actually is Darcy, just like you said.”
Tick’s eyes light up. “It’s really her? Does she remember me?”
“That’s the weird part,” Polly says. “She hasn’t been to school since first grade, so she can’t be the girl you knew.”
When she says this, Tick doesn’t respond. The excitement fades from his face, but he just listens on as he attempts to get down small spoonfuls of mush.
“She originally comes from Nursery #488,” Polly continues. “Her nanny went insane one day and drove her out. I don’t think she understands that her nanny was just a robot that malfunctioned. It really messed her up. She was only six years old at the time.”
“She’s been out of her nursery for five years?” Tick asks.
“She found what she calls a glow suit on the bones of some long-dead kid in the halls. It’s what kept her alive all these years. It turns her entire body into a giant light bulb when she wears it, but it needs to be recharged every thirty minutes. So she hasn’t been able to explore much of the house, just small sections at a time.”
“What about Drool?” Tick asks, pointing at the worm boy. “Isn’t he her brother?”
“He’s originally from this nursery,” Polly says. “Out of all the nurseries Darcy explored, this was the first to have kids still alive in it. The nanny here let her move in, but she broke down soon after. This place has been slowly falling apart ever since. They don’t have water here, so they have to get it from another nursery within the vicinity that’s been flooded.”
“The wet one,” Drool says, holding up a hand of oat mush.
“There’s plenty of water there but not much else,” Polly says. “They go there every couple of days. That’s where the two of them were when we found this place.”
“What else does she know about the house?” Tick asks. “Does she know how to find Mom and Dad?”
Polly shakes her head. “I don’t think so. She seems to know less than we do about the house. She has no interest in finding her Mom and Dad. She blames them for everything that’s happened to her.”
Polly takes a fourth serving of oatmeal.
“But it seems she knows a lot about surviving around the creepers…” she continues. “Though she doesn’t call them creepers, she calls them lurkers. She painted all the walls in here white so that the light reflects better, making the rooms brighter and the shadows smaller. She also says they hunt by sound, so if you ever find yourself in the dark you just have to be really quiet and they won’t attack you. You can’t kill them, but you can trap them if you lead them into rooms and lock them in. They aren’t very smart.”
“Does she know what the creepers are?” Tick asks.
“She thinks they are ghosts of dead adults who once lived in the house,” Polly says. “She tries to sleep with her eyes open, because she thinks they can see her when she closes them. She swears they watch her from behind her eyelids.”
Tick is done with his food. He pushes it away.
“Are we going to end up like her someday?” Tick asks.
Polly shakes her head. “Not if we find Mom and Dad.”


Later in the day, Polly locks herself in the toy room. She’s still in heat and feeling another psychotic episode coming on.
“Don’t let them know about this,” she tells Tick. She doesn’t make eye contact. “I don’t want them to be scared of me.”
Tick does as she says, but neither Darcy nor Drool seems to notice when Polly tears apart the room, screaming at the top of her lungs. He guesses they think she’s just another creeper in the shadows.
Darcy doesn’t say more than two words to Tick until late in the evening, after Polly becomes quiet. They’re in the garden. Though all the plants and flowers are long dead, it’s still a nice place to relax. The concrete benches are warm and soothing. They remind Tick of Nanny Warburough.
“It’s the most peaceful room in the nursery,” Darcy says. She sits down next to him on the bench. “No matter what nursery I visit, the garden room is always my favorite.”
She rocks her knees back and forth as she sits on the bench, rubbing her elbows. She seems to have problems sitting still.
“Yeah, I like the garden room,” Tick says. His favorite room, however, is the toy room. He has no idea why anyone would like the garden room more than the toy room, especially when all the plants are dead.
There is a long moment of silence. The girl stares forward, swaying her head and jerking her fingers. She seems like an adult woman in an eleven-year-old’s body, hardly like a kid at all. Tick imagines it’s because she left the nursery so young. She had to grow up fast. Her face looks withered from malnourishment and never getting enough sleep. So many wrinkles around her eyes…
Though she is so different than the Darcy that he knew, he still feels a connection to her. She still feels like his girlfriend.
“I think I know you,” she says. She makes eye contact with him for only a second before looking away.
“What do you mean?”
“In school,” she says. “I remember a boy that kind of looks like you. I don’t remember his name. I remember he was nice to me. Not many kids at school were nice to me.”
Tick is happy to hear that she knows him, but he isn’t incredibly surprised. He already guessed that her school would have a version of him just as his school had a version of her.
“I think it was me,” Tick says. “Well, not the real me. A copy of me. I believe that the school program bases its characters after kids from other nurseries. The boy that looked like me was a computer clone of me. The girl that I knew named Darcy was a computer clone of you.”
He’s not sure why they would do this, but it’s the only explanation he can come up with other than it all being a big coincidence.
The girl has a hard time keeping eye contact with Tick. She looks him in the eyes for a second, then lowers them to his neck, then looks at her twitching hands, then at the empty pots that used to contain flowers, and then at him again.
“So I was really your girlfriend at your school?” she asks.
“Yeah,” Tick says. “Since fourth grade. I had a crush on you for longer than that though.”
Darcy smiles and looks away. She likes the idea of there being another version of her out there in the universe, living a happier, less frightening life.
“This other version of me…” She tries to stop smiling, as if smiling is making her appear weak, but she can’t help it. “What was she like?”
Tick smiles back at her. He also can’t help himself. Darcy’s smiles were always so infectious.
“She was quiet,” Tick says, feeling a little awkward telling her about herself. “Everyone thought she was shy but she was actually the most talkative kid in school. She just didn’t like to speak with words. She always spoke with her eyes and body movements. Sometimes we’d have whole conversations with each other without saying anything out loud.”
“Hmmm…” Darcy snickers for a second. She kind of remembers being like that when she was really young. “What else?”
“She wasn’t athletic but she could go higher than anyone on the swings. Everyone else was too scared to swing as high as she would. And when she jumped off she would always land on her feet, every time, no matter how high she jumped.”
Darcy likes hearing about the version of her that Tick knew. It makes her think of what she would have been like if things had gone differently in her life. It seems like a fantasy world to her.
Tick tells her story after story, all the experiences he had with her, all the things she said and did on the playground or during class. He feels kind of awkward telling her about the times they kissed behind the monkey bars, but she still wants to hear about it. She wants to know everything.
“She was my favorite person I knew,” Tick says. “I felt empty once I learned she didn’t really exist.”
She smiles gently at him and then looks down at his hand. The Darcy he knew would have taken his hand at a moment like this. She always liked to hold his hand in her lap. But this Darcy is not her. She just looks at his hand for a second and then shifts her eyes away. Then she wants to hear more about the happier version of herself.


As Tick makes himself a bed on the reading couch in the library, he has a permanent smile on his face. For a while there he felt like he was with Darcy again, his Darcy. She’s a completely different person, but he wonders if it’s possible for him to develop a relationship with this new version of her. He wonders if she can be his girlfriend again.
Polly enters the library with a distressed look on her face. She’s exhausted from her violent episode, but something else is bothering her as well.
“I think we should get out of here,” Polly says.
Tick turns away from the couch bed. “What do you mean? Why?”
“The kid said they buried their nanny in the toy box,” Polly said. “While I was in there, I broke into it. I saw the body. The nanny didn’t break down. She was killed. There were stab wounds in her back.”
“Are you saying Darcy did it?”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. She’s a psycho.”
“Are you sure they weren’t from creepers?”
“They were knife wounds. The same size as the knife she held to your throat. I don’t trust her. She’s dangerous.”
“Maybe the nanny went crazy and she had to kill her. Like what we had to do.”
“But she told me the nanny just didn’t wake up one day. They found her lying in her bed, no longer moving. Why else would she lie about that? She was scared the nanny would go crazy and kick her out just like the nanny did to her when she was a kid. So she killed her.”
Tick doesn’t want to listen to this. He just got his Darcy back. He doesn’t want to leave her.
“So what?” he says. “The nanny is just a robot. Who cares if she killed a machine?”
“She could do the same to either one of us,” Polly says. “She’s a psycho. I’m not going to be able to sleep in the same place with her.”
Tick shakes his head.
“I don’t care,” he says. “I’m not leaving. We have food and other people. We can’t leave. I don’t think she’s crazy. She’s just scared.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Polly says. “Scared people do scary things.”
Tick doesn’t respond. He crawls into his couch bed and pulls the covers up to his face, refusing to believe that Darcy would ever do anything to harm anybody.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Over the next few days, Polly doesn’t let Darcy out of her sight. She definitely doesn’t turn her back on her. Though Darcy is only eleven and her antlers are only barely starting to peek out from her frazzled blue hair, Polly is scared to death of her. It’s hard to rest easy with somebody whose behavior is so unpredictable. Not to mention the crazy girl carries a knife around with her everywhere she goes.
“I want you to pretend I’m the other one,” Darcy says to Tick.
They’re sitting in the library reading old books. Many of the books are the same ones from Tick’s nursery library, but there are some that are new. Tick is excited to read new books for a change. He’d already read most of the ones in his nursery three times over.
“What do you mean?”
Tick puts his book down. James and the Giant Peach. It’s one of the best he’s read.
“I just want to see what it’s like to be her,” Darcy says. “Just for a while. You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”
Darcy’s book lies on her lap. She doesn’t know how to read very well, so she mostly just looks at the pictures.
“No, it’s okay.” Tick can’t believe she’d ask him such a thing. It’s exactly what he’s wanted to do for days. “I’d love to.”
He smiles at her, but she doesn’t smile back. Her face is distant, as if she’s putting all of her focus into trying hard to bury a particular darkness in the back of her mind.
“So how do we start?” Tick says.
Darcy looks at him, her glistening black eyes reflecting his face. “However you want. Just pretend I’m her.”
Tick gets up and moves closer to her, sitting next to her on the reading couch. She inches away and faces him.
“It’s hard,” Tick says. “We were never in the nursery together. We were always in school.”
“Just try,” Darcy says.
“Okay.”
Tick decides what he wants to do most is hug her. It’s what he’s wanted to do since the second he laid eyes on this Darcy. He moves forward and opens his arms, trying to wrap them around her, but she jerks out of his embrace and jumps back.
“What are you doing?” she cries.
“I’m hugging you. I always hugged you.”
“Don’t touch me,” she says, moving as far away from him as possible without leaving the couch. “You can’t touch me.”
“But Darcy liked to hug me,” Tick says. “We didn’t talk much. She liked to hug and hold hands instead of talk. Sometimes she’d kiss me.”
“I don’t care,” Darcy says. “I don’t want you touching me.”
She shivers on the couch, holding her arms like she’s just gotten out of a shower and is trying to keep warm.
“Then what am I supposed to do?” Tick says. “We can’t go on the swings or climb the monkey bars.”
Darcy is nervous, yet frustrated. She wants to instantaneously become this other version of herself and doesn’t like that Tick is unable to make this happen.
“Just make me feel like her,” Darcy says. “I don’t care how you do it, just make me feel what she felt. And don’t touch me.”
Tick realizes what she’s asking now. She doesn’t want to pretend that she’s his girlfriend. What she really wants is for Tick to make her feel happy.
“I can think of only one thing that will make you feel that way,” Tick says. “But it means I have to touch you.”
Darcy shakes her head frantically.
“I just have to hold your hand,” he says. “That’s all.”
Darcy’s eyes dart away and then down and then to Tick.
“No,” she says. “I don’t think…”
“It won’t—”
She interrupts him to say, “Okay.”
Tick nods.
“We sit facing each other,” Tick says. He moves so he can cross his legs on the couch in her direction. “I’m going to put my hand out. You can take it when you’re ready.”
He puts the palm of his hand out to her. She looks down at it and chews a hangnail on her middle finger.
“Then we look into each other’s eyes,” Tick says. “You always liked doing this. You said it was how to have a conversation without words.”
Darcy looks into his eyes. She tries to hold eye contact, but looks away every few seconds. She moves closer to him and drops her hand into his like it’s a dead rat.
Tick smiles. He takes her hand and weaves his fingers into it.
“Just relax,” Tick says.
He takes a deep breath. Darcy takes a deep breath to mimic him, but it’s mechanical. It doesn’t relax her.
There’s not a lot of warmth in her hand. It doesn’t feel like Darcy’s. It’s rough and gritty. The fingers are bony and twisted. And at this proximity, Tick can smell that she hasn’t bathed in weeks.
“Is this all?” Darcy says.
Tick shakes his head. “You have to get into it. When you look at me, focus on going through my eyes, into my mind. Enter my thoughts. When you hold my hand, feel like we are connected, like our blood is pumping into each other’s bodies.”
She tries to do as he says, but it doesn’t seem to work with her. She’s too stiff and closed off. The Darcy he knew was so open. But there is one thing that makes this Darcy feel like the one he knew. There is one thing she is doing right, and she’s probably unaware that she’s doing it. He can feel her energy flowing into him through his hand. It’s like a current of electricity.
Tick smiles at her when he feels her current entering his hand. Then she looks away from him and the current disappears. She grips his hand tighter.
“What are you doing here?” she says.
She isn’t looking at Tick, she’s looking past him. He turns to see if Polly entered the room but nobody is there.
“Get out of here,” she yells.
She squeezes his hand, digging her nails into his skin. Tick recoils at the pain.
“Darcy?” Tick tries to loosen her grip on his hand.
She squeezes tighter, crushing his fingers. Blood trickles down from where her nails break the skin.
“I told you never to come here!” she cries.
Then she pulls out her knife.
Tick holds out his other hand, getting ready to block in case she tries to stab him. But she lets go of his hand and jumps off of the couch. She runs to the corner of the room and waves the knife at something she sees standing there.
“I’m not going to look for you,” she says. “I don’t care about you. I’d rather die than be with you.”
Then she stabs at the wall where the unseen invader would have been standing.


When Polly enters the room holding a hammer from the storage, Darcy rushes past her, still screaming at the top of her lungs as if something is following after.
Tick and Polly stare at each other once they’re alone.
“I told you,” Polly says. “She’s a psycho. We can’t stay here with her.”
“She didn’t try to stab me,” Tick says. “It was something she saw. She wouldn’t hurt me.”
“Well, you’re bleeding,” Polly says, pointing at the blood on the outside of his hand.
“This was an accident,” he says, wiping the droplets of blood away. “You don’t understand what happened.”
“Then what did happen?”
Tick stands up and goes to the door. He makes sure Darcy isn’t listening. She’s still making noise, somewhere in the tea room, but seems to have calmed down a little.
“She was talking to her mom,” Tick says, gently closing the door.
“What do you mean? Her imaginary mom?”
“Yeah, like ours. Only she hates her imaginary mom. And she might not realize that she’s only an illusion.”
Polly looks at the holes in the wall that Darcy made when she stabbed at her invisible mom. Then she looks at all of the holes and cuts all over the walls of the library.
“These marks,” Polly says, rubbing her hand along one of the cracks in the wall. “And the ones that are on the walls all over this nursery. They weren’t created by creepers.”
Now that he looks at them Tick realizes it, too. He assumed all the scratches covering the walls were from the claws and antlers of creepers, but they’re not.
“They’re knife marks,” Polly says.
Hundreds of scratches and holes cover the walls, furniture, books, and toys. Darcy created them all.


For the next two days, Tick tries to pretend that he never saw what happened. Darcy and Tick have conversations without speaking a few times per day. She wants to keep doing it until she feels like how the other Darcy felt, but Tick thinks it’s impossible. Although Darcy has been able to maintain eye contact with him, she’s still awkward and unable to relax. Her fingers twitch when she holds his hands, as if they really don’t want to be there.
There’s still a lack of happiness in Darcy’s eyes, but she’s beginning to enjoy having these moments with Tick. She swears that she can now enter his mind and talk to him inside of there. Sometimes she’ll refer to a conversation they had, but Tick will have no idea what she’s talking about. He likes spending time with her, though. Even though she’s crazy, she’s still nicer than Polly sometimes.
Learning that Darcy has an imaginary mom starts giving Tick ideas. He learns that Drool also has an imaginary mom, though he won’t tell Darcy about her out of fear that she might try to kill her.
“What if the imaginary moms are real?” Tick asks Polly, while eating oatmeal in the tea room.
“How can they be real?”
“Well, it’s something Darcy told me,” Tick says. “She had an older brother in her nursery. When he was eleven, he said that his mother was calling to him, telling him to come find her. He didn’t think she was imaginary. He thought she was more like a projection of his real mom, giving him instructions on what to do. So he left his nursery to go look for her.”
“Where did she tell him to go?”
“That’s the thing,” Tick says. “She told him that she is in the lower levels. That’s what my imaginary mom told me. If they are just figments of our imaginations then why would they tell both of us to go to the same place?”
“So you think Mom is trying to talk to us through these visions?” Polly asks. “She’s trying to tell us to go down to the ground floor?”
Tick nods.
“That’s what I think,” he says.
“We should go there and check it out. Just to see.”
“I agree,” Tick says. “We should pack up food and water and go as soon as we can.”
“But we’re leaving Darcy here,” she says.
“What? No, we can’t leave her here.”
“She won’t want to go find her mom anyway,” Polly says. “We’ll come back for her if we find something.”
“But she’s survived in the hallways for way longer than we have,” Tick says. “We need her.”
“You’ll see,” Polly says. “There’s no way she’ll want to go with us.”


Darcy says she wants to go with them.
“But why?” Polly says.
“I want to explore more of the house,” Darcy says. “I need to find a safer nursery for Drool, but I’ve only been able to go short distances using the glow suit.”
Darcy sharpens her knife with the edge of a brick. Nobody knows where she got the knife. It didn’t come with the nursery. There aren’t many sharp objects allowed in the nurseries.
“But we’re not exploring the house,” Polly says. “We’re going to find our mom and dad.”
“I’m not going anywhere near my mom and dad,” Darcy says. “But I can go with you most of the way. If we find a good nursery I’ll stay there and you can go on without me.”
Darcy goes to her room to pack before Polly can say another word.
“This is a mistake,” Polly says. “We should have left her.”
“I don’t want to leave her.”
“Are you in love with her?”
Tick is quiet for a moment. “I love the part of her that reminds me of the old Darcy.”
“You know she might be your sister, don’t you?” Polly says. “If all the kids in this house have the same parents you could be related. She can’t be your girlfriend if she’s your sister.”
Tick has known about the possibility but hasn’t wanted to admit it.
“She’s not my sister,” Tick says.
“How do you know?”
“She doesn’t feel like a sister. We don’t look alike.”
“We’ll see,” Polly says. “If we find Mom and Dad we’ll know for sure. When that time comes, don’t be surprised if it happens to be the case.”
Tick knows she has to be wrong. Darcy looks nothing like him. They have to have come from different parents. They just happened to have been born in the same house.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The children wander through dead corridors, searching for a working elevator. They want to take it down to the ground floor and start the search for their parents from there, but just finding an elevator that functions has been difficult enough. If it’s avoidable, they’d prefer not to take the stairs.
“She’s much gentler than Drool was,” Darcy says, holding Leech under her shirt.
She has been feeding Leech regularly, giving Tick a break from losing so much blood all the time. He actually feels like he has strength and energy again.
“I kind of like the feeling,” Darcy says. “When she drinks my blood, it’s peaceful. It calms me down.”
“It makes me feel like I’m going to die,” Tick says.
Darcy looks down at the wiggling maggot in her arms and pets her on the plump part of her forehead.
“She purrs when she’s feeding,” Darcy says. “I feel like she’s a part of me. I wish I had enough blood to feed her all day.”
Once Drool can no longer move anymore, they find a bedroom to camp out in for the night. Polly, Drool and Leech go straight to sleep, but Tick and Darcy stay awake. For hours, they hold hands and stare into each other’s eyes. Tick doesn’t care about rest; he would do this all night if Darcy wanted him to. By the end, Darcy smiles and tears roll down her cheeks. He wonders if she’s actually done it. He wonders if she actually felt like the happy version of Darcy for a moment.


They find a working elevator a few hours away, in a section of the house where vines have started growing through the floor. It’s as if plants from one of the nursery gardens have spread out into the halls and overtaken a wing of the building.
“Ground floor,” Tick says, as they crowd into the small box and push the button.
The elevator rattles and squeals as it descends, moving slower than they would have if they took the stairs. Something seems to be holding it back, as if the vines from the hallway above have also grown into the elevator shaft and wrapped themselves around the cables.
Somewhere between the third and fourth floor, just before they make it to the bottom, the elevator breaks down. It just stops its descent, making a loud wailing sound, rumbling in place as if still attempting to move.
“Let’s get out,” Polly says.
They pry open the elevator doors and crawl out, squeezing through the crack at the bottom and dropping down to the third floor. They didn’t want to climb up onto the fourth floor, just in case the elevator started moving again.
“That was fun,” Drool says, dragging his teddy bear along with him.
Tick and Polly scan the area. The building is different on this floor. The lobby is bigger, brighter. The light overhead actually works.
“Maybe this floor still has electricity,” Polly says.
They take the stairs down the rest of the way. The ground floor does not have electricity. It’s pitch dark. They wish they could have stayed on the third floor.


The creepers seem to be following them from the outskirts of the shadows, beyond where the light can reach. Tick can hear them back there, sharpening their antlers and grinding their teeth.
Everything is larger on the ground floor. The halls are wider and taller. There are auditoriums, movie theaters, ballrooms, basketball courts, and indoor swimming pools. Although all of them are in various states of disrepair, Tick wishes they had the time to enjoy these new parts of the house. He’s never been in a swimming pool before, nor has he ever seen basketball courts the size of the ones on the ground floor.
“Should we take a rest somewhere soon?” Tick asks, knowing that Drool is looking a little worn out. “We’ve been walking all day.”
“We still have miles of house to cover,” Polly says. Her voice is a moaning tone when she speaks. She is sweating profusely. “I think we should keep going.”
“What’s wrong?” Tick asks her.
She holds out her hand and empties a small bottle into her palm. Two pills fall out. They are the last pills in the bottle.
“I’m out of pain medicine,” she says, then pops the last pills in her mouth. “It’s the only thing that’s been keeping me going for days.”
“You mean since the injury? Since Nanny attacked you?”
“I started taking a triple dosage,” she says. “But lately that hasn’t been enough, so I started taking twice that amount.”
“You went through all the pain medicine in the nursery storage?” Darcy cries. “That wasn’t yours to take.”
“I can’t even move without it,” she says. “That’s why I don’t want to stop. I want to find Mom and Dad before the medicine wears off. After that, I’m not going to get very far.”
Tick thought she was able to move around with such severe wounds because she was healing. He didn’t know that they were just getting worse, and that she was masking the pain with medicine.
“You’ve been walking on your injuries all this time?” Tick says. “You could kill yourself.”
“I’ll be fine if we find Mom and Dad,” she says. “Let’s just keep going.”


After a couple of hours, Polly can’t keep going anymore. She tumbles to her knees, knocking over the lantern of light, whining in agony.
“We’re taking a rest,” Tick says, helping Polly to her feet.
He finds the nearest bedroom. It’s larger than any of the bedrooms he’s seen before and contains two king-sized beds. Darcy and Tick bring Polly to the closest one. She rolls onto it, holding her side, taking very shallow breaths.
“Let me see the wound,” Darcy says.
Polly’s eyes roll back and sideways while Darcy removes her dress. When she sees the wound, Darcy jumps back in horror.
“She was walking around like this the whole time?” Darcy cries.
“It was even worse before,” Tick says.
“She has bones sticking out of her,” Darcy says. “They need to be put back in.”
“But we don’t know how,” Tick says.
“You just shove them back in place,” Darcy says. “I had to do it to myself once.”
She pulls down her sleeve and shows Tick her left arm. He didn’t notice it before, but her forearm is slightly crooked in the middle with a large scar down the front.
“I fell down the stairs when I was little,” she says. “The bone broke in half and popped right out of the skin. I had to force it back in myself.”
“And it worked?” Tick asks.
“It healed eventually,” she says. “It’s not pretty but I can move it again.”
Tick looks down at Polly’s ribs poking out of her chest.
“Do you think you can do the same to Polly?” he asks.
“Rib bones are different from arm bones, but I’ll try,” she says.
Tick nods and agrees to help. He hopes it will make Polly feel better to have her bones put back into place.


Polly screams so loud that she coughs up blood.
“Stop yelling,” Darcy says. “I can’t do it if you keep yelling.”
Tick holds down his thrashing, screaming sister while Darcy jams the ribs back inside her chest. There is working water in a bathroom across the hall, but they don’t think just water is enough to keep the wound clean as Darcy puts Polly’s bone back in using her bare hands.
“They’re not going in properly,” she says. “I think they’re broken in too many places.”
Polly shrieks, pushing the girl away.
“I also think her lung is broken,” she says.
“Can you break a lung?” Tick says.
“Well, it looks smashed in,” Darcy says.
Darcy does the best she can, bending the bones back into place. When they’re done they allow Leech to drink from the wound, thinking maybe she’ll sterilize it like she did before. Then they cut up a clean bed sheet to make the bandage, wrapping Polly’s chest up tight.
Polly is out cold. The pain was too much for her. Tick hopes it will help her heal better. If they find their parents soon he’s sure they will be able to do a better job with it.


“Thanks for helping my sister,” Tick says to Darcy, after they leave Polly alone to sleep, sitting on the other side of the room by the door. “It means a lot.”
“Now’s our chance,” Darcy whispers.
She grabs all of her things and hands Tick his bag.
“For what?” he says.
“Let’s go while she’s still asleep. I’ll get Drool, you get the baby.”
“Go where?”
“Just like we planned,” Darcy says. “We’re going to leave her here so we don’t have to go look for her mom and dad anymore. Instead, we can look for a new nursery for us to live in. Just the two of us, and the little ones.”
She goes to her little brother and shakes him to wake him up, but he doesn’t want to leave the bed.
“What are you talking about?” Tick says.
“Our plan,” she says, keeping her voice down so Polly doesn’t hear. “You said you didn’t care about finding your mom and were only doing it because your sister made you.”
Tick watches in shock at what she’s saying. He has no idea what she’s talking about.
“It was your idea to abandon her. You said you wanted to just live with me and not have to deal with her anymore.”
Tick just looks at her with his mouth agape, more confused than he’s ever been in his life.
“Don’t you remember?” she asks, frustrated with him.
“No,” Tick says, shaking his head slowly. “I don’t remember at all. When did I say all this?”
“Just last night,” Darcy says.
“When did I say this last night?”
“We were talking all night,” Darcy says. “Don’t you remember? We were having a conversation without words. I entered your eyes and went into your mind where we talked about this for hours. I can’t believe you don’t remember.”
Tick steps back. He had no idea she would take that so literally.
“I didn’t have that conversation with you,” Tick says. “That was all in your mind.”
“No, it was all in your mind,” she says. “We didn’t go inside of my mind until after that conversation.”
Tick shakes his head. “No, that’s not what I mean.”
He pauses for a moment, sits her down. He’s not quite sure how to explain this to her.
“Look,” he says. “When I said the old Darcy and I used to have conversations without words, I didn’t mean we would speak telepathically with each other through our eyes. It was a non-verbal way of communicating. We spoke to each other with our feelings. They weren’t actually conversations.”
Darcy doesn’t stay seated. She gets to her feet and paces in front of him. She doesn’t try to keep her voice down anymore.
“What are you saying?” Darcy says, her eyes getting wet. “That you never said any of those things to me?”
“We never had any of those conversations,” Tick says. “None of it was real. You just made it up.”
“I did not make it up,” she says. “You’re just lying because you’re chickening out.”
“No, I’m serious,” he says. “We never spoke telepathically.”
Darcy doesn’t seem to know what that word means.
“Let’s just go,” Darcy says. “I don’t care if the conversation wasn’t real. We should still leave her.”
“I can’t leave her. She’s my sister.”
“But she looks too much like my mother,” Darcy says. “I hate my mother.”
“But I want to see my mother,” Tick says. “I’ve been waiting my whole life to see her.”
“You told me you hated your mother,” Darcy screams.
“That wasn’t me saying that,” Tick says. “That was some other version of me you made up in your head.”
Darcy sits down and looks away from him. She rubs her eyes with her gnarled fists.
“Just do it for me,” she says.
Tick grabs the glow suit so he can go across the hall to the bathroom. He has nothing else to say to Darcy. There’s no way he would ever leave his sister like that.
“The other version of you would do it for me,” Darcy says, as he steps out of the room with glowing white skin.


It’s the first time Tick has worn the glow suit. The fabric is very thin and covers his entire body, even his head and feet. The glow is as bright as a high-watt light bulb and it emanates from his whole body.
In the bathroom mirror, he watches himself illuminate the room. He feels like an angel descending from heaven, shining magnificence across a world of shadow.
The strange sight helps him forget about the conversation with Darcy for a moment, but it doesn’t take long for the thoughts to come flooding back. He wishes his Darcy was more like the old Darcy. This new one is too selfish, too crazy.
“How could she ever think I would leave Polly?” Tick says to the mirror. “Would we have just left her to die in a room somewhere? Who could do such a thing?”
He also doesn’t understand why she’d go through all the trouble of fixing Polly’s broken bones only to abandon her a moment later. Did she realize they would have left her with no light or food or water? Did she know that Polly would have died? Tick wonders if she’s not able to grasp the consequences of her actions.
After he uses the bathroom and washes Polly’s blood from his face and hands, he returns to the room to find that it’s completely dark inside.
“What’s going on?” he says.
He looks through the room, wondering if the cage of light has run out of power. But it doesn’t make sense. He thought it generated its own power.
“Darcy, where’s the light?” he asks.
But when he looks up, he realizes that Darcy is gone. Drool is gone. Even Leech is gone. They took the cage of light and left.
“Darcy?”
He goes out into the hallway and looks in both directions. There is no light coming from either path.
“Darcy!” Tick yells out.
His voice echoes down the hallway. There is no reply. Darcy is long gone. He has been left all alone with his severely injured sister and a glow suit that has only twenty minutes of power remaining.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“Polly, wake up.” Tick frantically pushes at his sister in the bed. “We have to get moving. Quick.”
The shadows in the corner of the room shift and growl. Black antlers scrape against the walls.
“Come on,” he says, shaking her violently. “We don’t have much time.”
It takes her a while before she even opens her eyes.
Her voice is sluggish. “What’s going on? Why are you glowing?”
“Darcy left and took our light,” he says. “We only have this glow suit now.”
“Our light’s gone?” She tries to sit up but can hardly move the middle section of her body. “I told you not to trust her.”
“We only have twenty minutes to find another light,” he says.
“It’s impossible,” Polly says. “We’ll never be able to find one in time.”
Tick tries to help her up from the bed.
“We have to try,” he says.
When he gets her into an upright position, she shrieks and holds her side. Then she falls back to the bed.
“I can’t,” she cries. “I can’t move.”
“You have to move.”
“Leave me here,” she says. “I might be safe if I lock the door and keep quiet.”
“There are creepers inside the room,” Tick says, trying to pick her back up. “They already know you’re here.”
“You’ll move faster without me,” she says.
“You’ll die if I leave you.”
Tick doesn’t have time to argue with her anymore. He drags her to her feet no matter how much she screams out or tells him to stop. She leans all of her weight onto him, unable to move most of her body except the lower part of her legs.
“Come on,” he says. “Try to walk.”
Because she’s so much bigger than Tick, he can barely hold up her weight. They move one step at a time until they reach the door. By the time they get out into the hallway, Tick and Polly are already both exhausted. There’s no time for rest.
“Ignore the pain,” Tick says.
Polly tries her best to walk on her own, but it’s impossible. The best she can do is to try not to put so much weight onto Tick.
“Where’s the next nursery?” she asks. “If I could get some more painkillers…”
Tick shakes his head.
“The closest one is at least an hour away,” he says. “We’ll never make it.”
“Then what do we do?” she asks.
“Let’s just go room to room,” he says. “One of these rooms might have power or a light.”
They check every door they come to, but there’s nothing in the rooms. Most of them are large and empty, as if they haven’t been moved into yet. One of them is filled with boxes which might contain lights they could use, but they decide it would take too long to search through them and move on.
Polly gets heavier the further they go.
“We’re not going to make it, are we?” she says.
“Just keep going,” Tick says, dragging her along.
“Leave me here,” she says. “It’s useless.”
“No,” he says. “I made a decision when we left the room. We’re either both going to make it or neither of us are.”
“You’re an idiot, Tick,” she says. “I would have left you.”
Tick laughs. He knows she wouldn’t have really left him if things were reversed. She’s too big of a coward to go on all by herself.


When the twenty minutes are up, they are still in the hallways without another light source. The glow suit flickers and fades, getting ready to go out at any second.
“This is it,” Tick says. “A few more minutes and then we’ll be in the dark.”
“You never should have trusted that girl,” Polly says.
“I don’t regret trusting her,” he says. “I just wish things would have turned out differently. I should have spoken to her more.”
Tick looks like a dim brown light bulb walking through the halls. The suit lasts a little longer than expected. They make it to the end of the hallway, turn a corner and it’s still lit, just barely.
“I wish I would have met Mom and Dad,” Polly says. “That’s all I wanted. I don’t want to die without even meeting them.”
“Who says we’re going to die?” Tick asks.
“What do you mean? Once the light goes out the creepers are going to get us.”
“Not necessarily,” Tick says. “Remember what Darcy said? They hunt by sound. If we keep really quiet they might not notice us.”
“But listen to how loud we are,” Polly says. “We’re panting too heavily, our shoes make echoes with each step, and I can’t guarantee I won’t scream out in pain at any given moment.”
“We can do it,” Tick says. “Just move one inch at a time. Take shallow breaths. Only focus on keeping quiet.”
“But do you really think we’ll get anywhere in the dark?” she asks.
“We’ll have to feel along the walls,” Tick says. “I have one idea of where we can go.”
The suit makes a clicking-pop noise, like a light bulb as it dies. Then the power goes out and they are swallowed by darkness. They freeze in their tracks. Their sense of sight is completely wiped black.
They try not to even breathe.


In the dark, raspy breaths hit the backs of their necks. They are in the middle of a crowd of the creatures. The pungent smell of wet animal fills their nostrils. Shaggy hair brushes against jagged horns. Wiry tongues lap drool onto pointed teeth.
Polly tightens her grip on Tick’s hand. They see absolutely nothing. There’s no light in any direction. But they can sense the beasts all around them as they grunt and snort in their ears.
For several minutes, they don’t even move. They just stand there in the dark wondering if the creatures will notice them. Although they are surrounded by beasts, nothing attacks them. Not yet. The crowd moves around them, traveling as a pack.
One bumps Polly in the back, slamming into her with a loud grunt. Polly’s rib pops out of place for a moment and she bites her tongue, trying not to shriek at the pain. Tears pour from her eye.
When they don’t hear any of the beasts in front of them, they take small steps forward. Polly trembles in Tick’s grasp. Moving this slowly is even more painful for her than moving quickly. The creatures continuously bump into them or brush against their arms, sending shooting pains through Polly’s bones even at the slightest touch.
Tick can only think of one option to find light. There is supposed to be a row of elevators up ahead. If the elevators work, maybe they can take it up to the third floor, where the power was on when they were up there earlier.
It takes them what seems like hours to get to where the elevators are supposed to be, but they can’t find anything in the dark. Tick feels along the walls with his free hand, searching for doors or buttons, but there’s nothing there. Just a flat wall.
He feels along until he touches the chest of a creeper leaning against a wall, scraping its antlers as if to sharpen them. It turns around and shrieks in his face. Tick doesn’t move. He just closes his eyes and tries not to breathe as the thing yells at him, bouncing rancid hot breath against his forehead. The sounds it makes are a combination of grunts, snorts, and screams, as if it’s some kind of language, scolding Tick for not watching where he’s going. Tick stands there, trying not to breathe or move a muscle until it gets bored of shouting and wanders off. Then they continue to move, one step at a time. The elevators are nowhere to be found.


Tick wonders how long they will be able to survive in the dark with the creepers. Will they have to attempt to sleep around them? Find food and water in the dark around them? How long can they keep it up?
Polly can barely move now. Tick feels her weight becoming heavier against him. Her head dangles forward on her neck like she’s passing out drunk. She’s about to drop to the floor at any minute.
Just when Polly is about to give up and fall to her knees, something grabs their attention. It’s the sound of footsteps. A dim light appears in the distance. It becomes brighter. The footsteps become louder. Polly taps excitedly on Tick’s arm, signaling him to look forward. But he doesn’t need her to signal him. There’s no way he could miss it.
Up ahead, a maid comes around a corner and enters the hallway. It is an exact replica of the maid they saw before, only this one is still functioning.
As it moves, a section of the ceiling brightens above it, shining down over the robot. The light moves along the ceiling with it, only one panel of light shining at a time, as if to preserve power. Tick doesn’t understand how the robot is able to turn the lights on above it. There are no switches. It’s like the robot can remotely control the power of the lighting using its internal circuits.
Polly and Tick smile when they see the maid. But then their smiles fade when the robot moves in the opposite direction down the hall, away from them. They try to speed their pace to catch up, but even at the maid’s casual walking pace she’s just too fast for them.
“Hey,” Polly yells to the robot. “Over here. Help us!”
Tick squeezes Polly’s wrists. He whispers, “What are you doing? You’re going to get us killed.”
“Come back,” Polly says. “We need your help!”
The maid doesn’t notice them. She continues moving through the hallway, going about her standard routine. The creepers, on the other hand, turn toward her voice. Their eyes glare at her, gnashing their teeth, aiming their antlers forward.
“Run,” Tick yells.
Polly hesitates only for a minute. Then she pushes herself off of Tick and runs on her own. The pain is intolerable at first, but soon the shock and adrenaline kick in and cause her to go numb.
“Get behind me,” she says.
She lowers her antlers and rams the oncoming creepers out of the way like a deer in mating season. Once they break free from the crowd, they just have to run.
“Wait for us,” Tick screams.
The creepers scream and snarl at their heels. The horde is so dense their antlers clack and scrape against each other. Polly slows down and Tick has to push her forward. When they reach the light above the maid, they fall to the ground. The creepers dissipate around them. Polly rolls over to catch her breath.
The maid continues moving, taking the light with her. Just before Polly is resubmerged into the shadows, Tick yells, “Stop.”
The maid stops.
The two children drop their heads to the floor and let their muscles relax, catching their breath under the safety of one small panel of light.


The maid doesn’t say anything. She just stands in place, obeying the stop order.
“Do you speak?” Tick asks her.
The robot does not respond, just staring forward.
“Can you help us?”
Tick goes to the front of the robot. She has a calm look on her face. She’s not like Nanny. She doesn’t speak or have the same spark of life. Nanny must have been a much more sophisticated machine.
“Where did you come from? Are there people in your section of the house?”
She looks a little older than Polly, but with short purple hair and no antlers. Her big purple eyes look wet as if she’s about to cry, but that’s impossible. They must be self-lubricating or have a gloss coat.
“We need you to guide us.”
Tick helps Polly to her feet. As he holds her up, getting ready to continue their journey, he says, “Move forward.”
The maid moves forward. Tick and Polly walk behind her, but she goes too quickly. They almost fall behind, into the shadows.
“Slow down,” Tick says.
The maid slows down.
“Help me carry Polly,” Tick says.
Tick is surprised to see the maid turn around, step slowly to Polly and pick her up. She carries her like a stack of pillows in her mechanical arms.
“Okay, now let’s keep going,” Tick says.
They travel through the hallways for a couple of hours, one panel of light at a time, exploring the ground floor. Other than the maid, there are no signs of life. Nothing seems to work. Tick wonders if the maid can help more than just carrying Polly or lighting the way for them.
“Do you know where our parents are?” Tick asks the robot.
The robot doesn’t respond.
“What are you doing?” Polly asks him. “She doesn’t know anything.”
“But what if she does? Just because she can’t speak doesn’t mean she doesn’t know things.”
“Take us to our parents,” Tick says.
The robot continues walking forward.
“Take us to the owners of the house,” he says.
The robot stops.
Polly and Tick look at each other.
It pauses there for a moment. Then the maid turns around. She takes a different route, turning a corner, heading into a more ornate hallway with flowery red carpeting and ancient Chinese vases on display.
“It’s working,” Tick says. “We’re going there.”
They still spend hours traversing through the massive building, but now they have hope. The shadows don’t seem as dark. The house doesn’t seem as dead. Their smiles don’t leave their faces.
“We’re going to make it, Polly,” Tick says. “We’re going to be okay.”
He looks up at Polly to see she’s shaking. Sweat pours down her face.
“No, we’re not,” Polly says.
“Why?”
“I can feel another fit coming on.”


“You have to fight it,” Tick says, but Polly is already grinding her teeth and growling.
Tick turns to the maid.
“We have to move faster,” he tells the maid. “Run.”
The maid picks up her pace until she is at a running speed, as Polly twitches in her arms. Tick runs alongside them, trying to keep up.
“Hang on, Polly,” Tick says. “Just relax.”
But the fit hits her as violently as always. She whips her arms around and kicks her legs at the maid.
“Restrain her,” Tick says. “Don’t let her get away.”
The maid tightens her grip around Polly, holding her in the air as the young woman thrashes and bites. She just allows herself to be attacked as Polly swings her antlers and rams them into her chest.
“Keep moving,” Tick says.
Polly screams and struggles. She can no longer feel pain and is likely splitting her wound open again. The maid charges forward, racing down the hall. The creepers scratch and shriek around them.
When Tick sees it, he can’t believe his eyes. Up ahead, at the end of the hallway, there are double doors with light shining through the cracks. The power works beyond those doors. Tick wonders if this is really it, the place they’ve been looking for. He wonders if this really is where his parents have been all this time.
“We’re almost there, Polly,” Tick says. “Hold on.”
Tick doesn’t see it happen. He just hears a loud crack and a shower of sparks and then the maid’s head flying into the shadows. The robot falls to the ground and Polly pulls herself out of its dead arms. Tick falls back when he sees his raving mad sister impale the maid repeatedly with her antlers, cutting open the maid uniform with her stumpy claws.
The light above them is still on. Destroying the robot did not switch it off. But it is only one panel of light. Tick needs to keep her in that small area until she calms down. He doesn’t speak. He just sits there, keeping his guard, watching the girl tear apart the corpse of the dead robot.
But the maid doesn’t hold her interest for long. The creepers surround them in the shadows, growling and clacking their antlers together. Polly looks up from the robot and growls at the creatures in the dark. She kneels down and arches her back as if preparing to lunge forward and attack.
Tick jumps at her and wraps his arms around her legs just before she leaves the light, holding her in place. Polly looks down at him with her ravenous red eye. Then she turns her attack on him.
“Polly, stop,” Tick yells, as his sister slams her antlers against his back. “Snap out of it.”
She punches and claws at him, but Tick won’t let her go. He allows her to tear open his shirt and slice up his flesh.
“Stop…”
This goes on for quite some time, so long that Tick goes numb, but it doesn’t go on long enough to return Polly back to normal. With all the creepers in the shadows around them, she eventually loses interest in Tick. She gets off of him, then screams and claws at the darkness. Tick tries to hold her in place with all of his strength.
“Don’t,” Tick cries. “Don’t attack them. Attack me.”
But she slides out of his grasp and connects antlers with a creeper in the shadows. Tick gets to his feet and grabs her around the waist, pulling her back into the light.
“Come on,” Tick yells.
He slaps her on the back and she turns to him, snarling.
“Attack me,” he cries.
She arches her back in an attack stance, growling at him and glaring hungrily into his eyes.
Then Tick runs into the darkness. Polly follows.
“Come on,” he cries. “Attack me!”
Tick runs down the corridor toward the lighted doors. Polly chases after him.
“Attack me!”
She’s not as fast with her wounds, so she can’t catch up to him, clawing at the air behind his back. He continues hollering at her to keep her attention on him, so she doesn’t notice all the creepers they pass in the darkness.


“Tick? What’s going on?”
Polly has regained her senses, waking to find herself in the dark.
“Keep running,” he says. “We’re almost there.”
When the pain returns to Polly, it shoots through her chest and she nearly collapses to the ground.
“Tick…” she says.
He goes back and blindly grabs her in the dark, then helps carry her toward the end of the corridor. With their speed lowered dramatically, the creepers close in on them.
“Faster,” Tick yells.
The screams and rancid smells of the creepers hit them on the backs of their necks. When they burst through the double doors and fall to the ground, the creatures pop out of existence as the light floods the hallway.
When they get to their feet and look around, they see a crowd of adults staring back at them.



CHAPTER NINETEEN


“Where in the world did they come from?”
“Are they children?”
“What are children doing in the house?”
Tick and Polly stagger forward into the elegant ballroom with crystal chandeliers and glistening ice sculptures—their clothes torn to shreds, dirt and wounds covering their skin, blood dripping onto the spotless tile floor.
“People…” Tick says.
There are so many of them, dozens of adults in black tuxedos and long elegant white evening gowns. The men have gold jewelry and military metals decorating their coats. The women have antlers that reach all the way to the ceiling, wrapped in ribbons and bows, with gems dangling from the tips like holiday trees.
“Ewww, they’re so gross,” one woman says, giggling.
“They’re like sick stray dogs,” says a large man with a great yellow beard, chuckling so loudly he almost spills his flute of champagne.
“Look at how small her claws and antlers are,” a woman says, pointing at Polly. “She’s practically a guy!”
Tick and Polly can’t find the right words to speak. The adults gather around them. They all seem so powerful and frightening to the children. Each one of them so pristine and majestic.
“We’re looking for our parents,” Tick says.
They all laugh and applaud their words, as if they are the most amusing things they’ve seen in a long time.
One of the women looks similar to the mother Tick used to draw back in the nursery. She has long green curled hair like Polly. She’s the prettiest woman in the room.
Tick steps toward her and asks, “Are you my mom?”
She nearly falls over with laughter as Tick comes near.
“No, no, no!” she giggles. “Get it away!”
Tick turns from her and steps to the middle of the group.
“Who owns the house?” he asks. “Our parents are supposed to own this house.”
A drunken couple steps forward. They wear the most elegant attire of anyone in the room. Like a king and queen with glittering crystal clothing.
“We own the house,” says the man, taking a last swig of his drink. “But I don’t remember having any kids.” He turns to his wife. “Do you remember having any kids, my darling?”
She shrugs and then giggles. “No, I’m pretty certain I’d remember if we made any children.”
They touch their finger tips together and wiggle them around in some kind of flirtatious finger-kiss. Then they turn to the children.
“Were you born in this house?” asks the man, leaning down to Tick.
“Yes,” Tick says, inching away from his piercing gaze. “We came from Nursery #507.”
The man straightens up and looks back at his wife.
“So that explains it,” he says. “They’re the previous owner’s kids.”
“Previous owners?”
“About a decade ago, they went bankrupt and lost this house. They must have left the birthing machine going.”
“What’s a birthing machine?”
“That’s the place where little babies come from,” says the woman, leaning down and making a cutesy condescending baby voice. “Mommies and daddies insert their DNA inside the big birther, then it grows eggs and sends them to all the nurseries in the house where they grow up to be big boys and girls.”
“So our parents don’t even know we were born?”
“Don’t know and don’t care,” says the man. “They abandoned this place a long time ago. They’re probably dead in a gutter somewhere.”
Tick can do nothing but cry. They’ve come all this way, been through so much, just to learn this. The crowd laughs and cheers when they see his tears fall.
“Nanny died,” he says, crying. “Our nursery caught on fire. We had to survive in the dark with the creepers. How could Mom and Dad leave us to that?”
The owners look at each other with confused expressions.
“What’s a creeper?” asks the woman.
The yellow bearded adult says, “I think they mean the natives.”
The male owner looks down at Tick. “Is that what you mean? The Terramytes? I guess there would be tons of them lurking inside an old house like this…”
“Terra…what?” Tick asks.
“Terramytes,” he says. “They were the native people of this planet before we colonized it. They were a savage race. Brutal.”
“Like animals,” says the woman.
“Yes,” continues the man. “They were too territorial and wouldn’t give up their land. So, naturally, we had to wipe them out. What else could we do? It’s not like we could go back to Earth. That place is nothing but a garbage dump now.”
“Nobody of any significance lives there anymore,” says the woman.
“Yes,” continues the man. “So we killed off every Terramyte on the planet.”
The yellow bearded man chuckles. “Only the bastards didn’t die!”
“Yes,” says the man. “Their ghosts, you see, are different than the ghosts of humans. When they die, their spirits remain alive in the shadow realm. They are ghosts just like the ghosts of humans when in the light, but in the dark they become solid living beings.”
“And the buggers are impossible to kill,” says the yellow bearded man. “We finally wiped them all out only to make them indestructible.”
“They usually aren’t that dangerous,” says the female owner. “The shadow gates normally keep them out.”
“Yes,” says the male. “We have blockades set up in the shadow realm. In the light, humans can pass through them, but nothing can get through in the dark. The shadow gates around this house must have crumbled a long time ago. They’ll need to be repaired eventually.”
The other adults seem bored with the children. They move away and socialize in their own circles. It is some kind of cocktail party. When Tick looks over at Polly he sees she’s not doing very well. The excitement of meeting the adults is fading. The damage caused by walking on her wounds is taking over.
“My sister needs help,” Tick says. “She’s seriously hurt.”
“Eww,” says the woman, examining Polly carefully. “You’re right. She needs a doctor… or a vet.”
Tick is bleeding from the antler cuts on his back, but he doesn’t care about himself right now. He needs to save his sister.
“You’re a doctor, aren’t you, Mortimer?” the male says to the yellow bearded man.
“Yes, yes,” says Mortimer. He holds up his glass. “But I’ve had too much to drink to practice medicine tonight.” Then he looks at Polly and chuckles. “Plus the young lady could never afford my fees!”
Everyone chuckles and applauds the doctor. Then they change the subject, ignoring the children and their cries for help.


Tick helps Polly to a couch and lies her down.
As the female owner of the house sees them dirtying her nice furniture with their blood and filth, she calmly marches away from her guests and whispers in Tick’s ear.
“Not there,” she says.
She snaps her fingers and an old servant comes forward. He lifts Polly to her feet.
“This way,” the woman says. “Let’s get them out of sight.”
They take the children out of the ballroom into the back kitchen where servants quickly prepare hors d’oeuvres and cocktails for the guests. There is a couch in a lounge beyond the kitchen.
When Polly is dropped off, the lady of the house says, “Take care of them until the party’s over. Then drop them off at one of the education centers.”
“Yes, my lady,” says the servant.
As the woman leaves, she says. “And get somebody to stop the birthing machine. We don’t need any more of these things popping up all over the place like cockroaches.”
When she’s gone, the servant hands the children a plate of sausages and mushroom pockets. They guzzle it all down within minutes. He is an older gentleman with a small grey mustache and a bald scalp.
“Why do they use birthing machines?” Tick asks the servant. “I thought mothers gave birth to their babies. Is it so they don’t have to go through the pregnancy themselves?”
The servant gives Polly some strong painkillers. Then he cleans her wounds. He answers Tick’s questions as he works.
“They have to use them,” says the servant. “It’s the only way humans can reproduce these days.” He replaces Polly’s bandages with sterile cloth. “A long time ago, when humans colonized this planet, they learned that the atmosphere was unsuitable for human life. It caused women to become barren. Humans could no longer reproduce. To save themselves from extinction, humans had to alter their DNA. They crossbred with the local natives.” He pointed at Polly’s antlers. “This resulted in many changes in human anatomy.”
“Humans now reproduce using a birthing mother,” says the servant. “The natives didn’t have only two genders. They had three. All three are needed in order to reproduce. There is a mother, a father, and a birthing mother.”
“So the birthing machine isn’t a machine?” Tick asks. “It’s a person?”
“They are living beings, but they are not viewed as real people in this society. They have to be biologically engineered. Because they are created and not born they are seen as machines. Only the wealthiest citizens can afford them.”
“The kind that are rich enough to afford a house this big?” Tick asks.
The servant nods and gets them a second helping of food.
“This house is what they call a Super Mansion,” says the servant. “There are dozens of them on this planet. Each one is like a nation in itself. There is one birthing mother per household, kept in the basement level of the mansion, which populates the house with children. These children are like the citizens of the nation. The owners of the house are like the rulers.”
“They sound like insects,” Tick says.
“Humans have become very much like insects,” says the servant. “Each Super Mansion is like a hive, populating a workforce to serve the parents.”
“It sounds horrible.”
The servant shakes his head. “It’s not as cold as it sounds. The people are happy. Some are even allowed to be artists, entertainers, scientists or philosophers. It’s a comfortable lifestyle. The people in the nation usually intermarry, but are not allowed to have children. Only the parents of the household are able to reproduce until they name successors to take their place.”
“So people only live in these mansions? Nobody lives outside?”
“Actually, there are many cities outside the mansions,” says the servant. “Not all children stay in the home after they are born. Many move out into the cities. It’s not as comfortable of a lifestyle but some people prefer the freedom from their parents’ rule.”
Polly groans on the couch. She looks pale. Although the pain killers have cured her discomfort, she is still in serious condition.
“She’s not looking well,” the servant says, touching her forehead.
“What can we do?” Tick asks.
“There’s a medical station on this floor, a couple of miles away,” says the servant.
“Does it work?”
“The operating machines should be functional,” he says. “If not I can get them going again.”
“Then we should go,” Tick says, trying to help Polly up.
The servant pushes her back down.
“No, no,” he says. “I can arrange transportation. She should be taken by hall car.”
Then he leaves the kitchen in a rush.


While waiting for the servant, Tick holds Polly’s hand. He’s upset about their parents, but is happy they have made it someplace safe, away from the creepers.
“I don’t buy it…” Polly says.
“What?”
“All of this,” she says. “It doesn’t seem real.”
“How do you mean?”
“This party. These people. How can they be in the middle of this dark dead house, acting so casual? It’s creepy.”
“The house is old. They haven’t fixed it up yet.”
“They’re ghosts,” Polly says. “Just like the creepers in the hallways. They’re just ghosts that live in the light instead of the dark.”
“But we spoke to them. They have to be real.”
“Do you remember when we saw the outside of the house?” she asks. “There were no signs of life anywhere. It wasn’t just this house that was dead, it was all the houses. It was the whole planet. Civilization fell a long time ago.”
“But they’re right here,” Tick says. He points at the servants preparing food in the kitchen. “Right in front of us.”
“These people can’t be real,” she says. “They don’t belong here.”


The children wait for an hour, but the servant doesn’t return. Tick leaves the couch and peeks out of the kitchen door to find the servant in the ballroom, serving drinks and food to the guests.
“Has he forgotten about us?” Tick asks.
He enters the ballroom and signals the servant.
“Aren’t we taking my sister to the medical station like you said?”
The servant looks at him as if he has no idea what he’s talking about. He doesn’t even recognize Tick. None of the people in the room recognize Tick.
When the party guests see him, they say the same things they said when he first arrived.
“Where in the world did he come from?”
“Is that a child?”
“What is a child doing in the house?”
It is the same people who said those things before.
Polly staggers into the room behind Tick and gives him a look.
“I told you,” she says.
Tick tries to get Polly to sit back down and get off her feet, but she refuses. The pain killers are strong enough to keep her going for now.
“Look at how small her claws and antlers are,” a woman says, pointing at Polly. “She’s practically a guy!”
Then the children notice the weird people. Many party guests are in the center of the room, frozen in place, vibrating and staring forward. Some of them are trapped halfway inside the walls, wiggling back and forth. One of the servants is on top of the ceiling, walking around with a bottle of champagne, as if trying to serve a group of invisible guests.
“It’s like our school,” Polly says. “It’s all a simulation. None of it is real.”
“But when we went to the school, only our minds were teleported inside,” Tick says. “Not our whole bodies.”
“This is probably a different kind of virtual reality program,” Polly says. “A holographic room. Different technology, but basically the same kind of thing.”
They explore the room, ignoring the annoying party guests that swarm them with questions. There is a door leading out of the hall into a large bedroom. The room has dim lighting, lit by a cage of light exactly like the one Tick and Polly used in order to get around the mansion.
In the bed, there lie the remains of an adult human being who must have died in his sleep. The corpse has probably been there for years, maybe decades.
“He’s probably the one who was running the simulation,” Polly says. “The last living adult in this house, spending his final days living inside a fictional world.”
“He had food, water, light, and companionship,” Tick says. “I guess that’s all he needed.”
They search the room and come across a dusty book by the side of his bed. When they blow on the cover, it creates a cloud of dust in the brown air.
“It’s his journal,” Polly says.
She scans through the pages, picking out useful bits of information. Tick waits patiently as she reads through section after section, trying to learn all she can about the life of this dead adult lying before them.
“It says the planet was abandoned ten years ago,” Polly says.
“Ten years before he wrote that, you mean,” Tick says. “Who knows how long ago it really was. It could have been fifty years since he died.”
Polly ignores her brother’s comment. She continues, “The people here created a device that would change the orbits of the other planets in the solar system, bringing them closer to the sun so they could be terraformed.”
“What does that mean?”
Polly shakes her head. “But something went wrong. Now all the planets in the system are slowly coming together. They’re on a collision course with each other. It won’t happen for another two hundred years, but eventually the worlds will collide and this system will come to an end.”
“That’s why we could see all those planets in the sky?” Tick says. “I wonder how long we have left…”
Polly continues, “Once the people of this planet found another inhabitable world, they abandoned this one. This man here says he chose to stay behind, because he wanted to die in the place where he was born.”
“So why did they leave the power on?” Tick asks. “Why did they allow children to still be born after they left?”
“Maybe this guy is responsible,” Polly says. “He turned the power on for his own sake, not realizing everything else that was going on in the house.”
Tick lets out a long sigh when Polly finally closes the journal and puts it aside. At least he knows what really happened to his parents now; they left the planet with everyone else. It is kind of a relief to know for sure, but it makes him feel alone and small. Irrelevant.
He goes to the cage of light in the corner of the room. When he touches it, the room brightens. Tick wonders if the cage of light is a common style of lighting in this house. Like a lantern that never needs more fuel. With it, they will be safe from the creepers.
“Come on,” Tick says, heading toward the exit.
“Where to now?” Polly says.
“Let’s get you to the medical station,” he says. “We still need to fix you up.”



CHAPTER TWENTY


Staggering down the corridors with the cage of light, Tick and Polly come across something they weren’t expecting to find. A girl is standing in the dark, frozen in place, trying not to breathe so that the creepers don’t attack her.
“Is that Darcy?” Polly asks.
When they get closer, Tick realizes that it is her, staring at them, a wild look in her eyes.
“What is she doing in the dark?”
Darcy jumps into their light once they get close enough and falls to her knees, trying to catch her breath.
“You have to help me,” Darcy says.
“What happened?” Tick asks.
When Tick gets to her, he sees Leech strapped to her back, sleeping peacefully. The bug probably doesn’t even realize she was just in the dark with a pack of creepers.
“Drool,” Darcy says. “He took my light and left.”
Tick pulls Leech off of her back and straps her to his. When her big eyes open to see him, she squirts and squeaks excitedly, probably because she thinks she’s going to get fed.
“Your light?” Polly cries. “You stole that light from us and left us to die. Looks like you got a taste of your own medicine.”
“You have to help me find him,” Darcy cries. “He’s practically a baby. He’ll die out there on his own.”
“Not our problem,” Polly says. “You abandoned us, so why shouldn’t we abandon you.”
“I didn’t abandon you,” Darcy says. “I was just upset and ran away. Once I realized what I was doing, I came back and you were gone.”
“Sure you did.”
“I went looking for you,” Darcy cries. She looks at Tick. “Honestly, I did.”
Tick looks back at her. He can’t tell if she’s telling the truth or not.
She goes to him and holds him by the hand, trying to communicate with him through the warmth in her palm.
“Please,” she says, her eyes sopping wet. “He’s all I have.”
“Fine,” Polly says. “But not for you. We’ll do it for the bug kid.”
Darcy drops Tick’s hand and goes to Polly. “Thank you!”
“But there’s one condition,” Polly says.
“What?”
“Give me your knife,” she says. “I don’t trust you around sharp objects.”
“But I need it to protect myself,” Darcy says.
“Against what?” Polly says. “You can’t hurt the creepers with it. Your mother is imaginary. The only people you can hurt with it are us and yourself. You don’t need it.”
Darcy looks down. Before she can get it out herself, Polly grabs it out of her belt and tosses it over her shoulder. Darcy watches as it lands in the darkness, far out of reach.
“Lead the way.” Polly turns the girl around and pushes her forward. “And if you try to take our light one more time, I’ll ram my antlers into your eyeballs.”


Darcy says that Drool left her because a vision of his mother told him to find her in the basement levels. When Darcy refused to take him there, he threw a tantrum, stole the light when she wasn’t paying attention, and ran away from her.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Tick asks Polly, as they travel through the halls, searching for the bug boy.
Polly looks over at him.
“The servant said that the birthing mother lived in the basement levels,” Tick says.
“But he wasn’t real,” Polly says. “That was all an illusion.”
“Just because the people were fake doesn’t mean the information wasn’t real. What if the birthing mother still lives down there? What if she’s the one who has been coming to us in our dreams?”
“You think she’s still alive down there?” Polly asks.
“I’m sure of it,” Tick says. “How do you think Leech was born? Or either of us? She must still be down there, giving birth to new children all the time.”
“What are you two talking about?” Darcy asks.
Tick explains much of the information that they just learned about the house and their species. She just listens, but does not react.
“We don’t have just two parents,” Tick says. “We have three of them. A mother, a father, and a third parent called a birthing mother.”
“She’s the one who actually gave birth to us,” Polly says.
“She’s our real mom,” Tick says.
“I don’t care,” Darcy says. “Let’s just find Drool.”
But Tick and Polly are excited by the idea of meeting one of their parents. Their birthing mother has called to them in their dreams for so long. She probably needs their help. She’s been locked down in the basement for so long. Somebody has to set her free.
“What is this?” Polly asks.
They come to a staircase in the center of the corridor. It is not the typical stairwell they have traveled through in the past. This is a small spiral staircase made of black metal, twisting into the ground like a drill.
“This is it,” Tick says. “It’s our way into the basement.”
“Are you sure the kid went down there?” Polly asks.
Darcy goes to the steps and looks down into the black hole.
“He must have,” she says.
Then she goes down.


“Mommy!”
As they descend the algae-covered metal staircase, they can hear Drool’s voice echoing through the basement.
“Drool?” Darcy shouts out.
He’s too far away to see.
The basement is a deep cavernous pit. Yellow stalactites hang from the ceiling like demon fangs. A green mist rises in the air. It doesn’t feel like they are inside the house anymore. It’s like they are descending into a swampy canyon.
The basement doesn’t have any rooms. It is just one large pit a hundred miles wide. And it’s so deep it would take up five floors of the house if it were above ground.
“Mommy, where are you?” Drool cries through the mist.
He’s somewhere down there, but he could be anywhere. Tick and Darcy scan the canyon as they descend the rickety staircase. They don’t look for Drool, they search for the light he was carrying. But there are many lights scattered across the basement. They look like hundreds of tiny birthday candles across a giant cake.
“Drool, where are you?” Darcy calls out. “Come to us.”
The closer to the ground they get, the slimier and more rusted the steps become. Polly nearly slips off twice, catching herself on the wobbly railing.
“Mommy! Mommy!” the boy’s voice continues.
“How can she be down here?” Polly asks. “This is a dungeon.”
“She wasn’t treated like a human,” Tick says. “They thought of her as a machine. She’s probably locked in a cell somewhere down here.”
“Or she doesn’t really exist.”
When they get to the ground, their feet sink in the mud. It instantly sucks them down to their ankles like quicksand.
“Drool went through this?” Darcy cries.
They see holes in the mud that trail off into the distance. He must have sunk all the way down past his knees. It’s amazing that he was able to keep moving through it at his size.
“Mommy…” Drool’s voice echoes faintly.
“It sounds like he’s getting further away,” Tick says.
“Let’s hurry,” Darcy says.


They travel slowly through the mire, following the sound of the boy’s voice. They come to one of the lights scattered across the basement ground. It is another cage of planets, lying on its side.
“Is it Drool’s?” Darcy asks.
Tick examines it. The cage is covered in algae and a little rusted.
“No,” Tick says, he hands it to Darcy to carry. “This one looks as if it’s been here a while.”
They continue on and find another cage of light. Then another. All the lights in the basement seem to be from the planetary cages. They seem to form a trail, creating a safe path through the swamp. It is safer following the lights. It doesn’t feel so much like they are walking in quicksand. Based on the footprints in the mud, this is the direction Drool has gone.
“Mommy! Mommy!” Drool is screaming. He’s no longer calling out to his mother, he’s screaming for her.
Darcy picks up the pace, rushing through the green mist, leaping over rocks and massive clusters of mushrooms.
“Help me!” Drool cries. “Mommy, help me!”
When they see him, he is cowering beneath a creature as tall as the basement is deep. It’s a giant blubbery mass, half-submerged in the quicksand. Black antlers the size of trees grow from its pale white skull, twisting into the mist above.
“Drool!” Darcy cries, rushing toward him.
The giant beast lowers its head and sucks Drool into its mouth, slurping him up with its black rubbery lips. The creature moans as it sucks on him, as if savoring his flavor.
“Mommy! Help me!”
Drool struggles and fights the creature, but he’s smaller than even its tongue. Darcy doesn’t care about the size of the thing. She runs through the quicksand toward it and grabs Drool by the arms.
“Mommy! Mommy!”
The boy isn’t calling out for his real mother. He’s calling out for Darcy—the girl who raised him ever since he was born.
“Save me, Mommy,” Drool says. “Don’t let it eat me.”
“I’m right here, baby,” Darcy says, tugging on his arms while punching the creature’s goopy lips.
The creature’s globe-like eyes peer down at Darcy as it consumes the child. She screams out, kicking and pulling on him, fighting against the suction.
Tick hands Leech off to Polly who tosses the bug on the ground, then rushes to help Darcy. He comes up behind her and grabs Drool by the waist. Using his feet to brace himself against the beast’s mouth, he pulls with all his strength. With a smacking pop noise, Drool breaks free. They pick him up and run.
“Let’s get out of here,” Tick cries.
They flee through the mud, running away from the massive beast as quickly as they can. But their legs just don’t go fast enough. They feel like they’re sinking in quicksand.


“Where are you going, my darlings?”
The children freeze. Tick recognizes that voice. He’s heard it almost every night since he was Drool’s age. It’s the voice of his paper mom.
He turns around.
“Aren’t you happy to see me?” says their mother.
The voice is coming from the massive creature. Its black lips curl into a smile. Now that he looks more carefully, Tick can see that she resembles a human. Her eyes are big alien blue globes, but her nose and mouth resemble the shape of a woman’s.
“It can’t be…” Tick says.
“Is that her?” Polly asks, trembling under the size of the enormous woman. “The birthing mother?”
“Mommy’s so happy to see you,” says the beast, her voice booming across the cavernous dungeon. “I’ve been waiting so long for more of my lovely children to come to me.”
The woman pulls herself out of the quicksand, exposing her insectoid lower abdomen. Her form is somewhere between human, animal, and insect. Mud-caked breasts dangle from her chest like useless blobs of pudding. Her belly swells out, rumbling and sloshing. A crusted hole of a belly button hangs in the center. Tubes run out of her lower abdomen, connecting to the ceiling in a dozen directions.
“Are you the birthing mother?” Tick asks her.
The creature smiles.
“I am the Human Queen,” she says. “I am mother of all children in this hive. Each year, over a hundred of my eggs are sent above to the nests where you grow big and strong.”
The blubbery giant rolls forward like a worm, shaking the ground around them.
“My mates have left me alone,” says the queen. “Left me to fend for myself. I was regularly fed through tubes to keep me satiated. But one day, the food stopped coming.”
The creature rolls closer, but the children do not flee. They are hypnotized by their mother’s gaze.
“So I implanted a message into the embryo of every egg I laid,” she says. “Come find me. Those words echo through the mind of every one of my children as they grow up. And once they are old enough to leave the nursery, that’s what they always do. They come find me.”
Tick looks around at all of the cages of light littering the ground of the basement. All of them were brought by children who had come down to the basement, looking for their mother.
“It’s so sad,” the mother says. “But I must have food. I must survive, even if it means that I must eat my little darlings.” She peers down on them, licking her lips with a fat white tongue. “Now, come to Mommy. Save her from this frightful hunger.”
The creature opens her mouth toward the group of children. None of them move. They are too captivated to escape.
But just before her lips touch them, Tick holds out his hands and yells, “Stop!”
The mother opens her eyes and peers down.
“There’s got to be another way,” Tick says.
“Oh, there’s no other way, my sweet boy,” she says. “It is the new cycle of life. I lay eggs, they are hatched in nurseries, the children grow up, they come to me, I eat them, and then I am able to continue living to produce more eggs. If I don’t eat, then the human species on this planet will die.”
“But then what’s the point in growing up if we’re only to become food?”
“You had a happy childhood, didn’t you?” she asks. “You were cared for and nurtured. You had a life better than most living beings. Your sacrifice will make it possible for future children to live as you did. You must see how necessary it is. Without your sacrifice, it all ends.”
“It all ends anyway,” Tick says. “The nurseries are dying. One by one, their power is going out. Your eggs have been going to dead nests. Our sacrifice will not be for the future of our species. It will be for nothing.”
“You have seen these dead nests?” the queen asks.
“Yes,” Tick says. “They must be fixed. If somebody doesn’t do something to make these machines run again no children will be born.”
“My children have visited me so rarely these past few years,” she says. “I feared something like this might have happened. Are you capable of fixing these machines?”
“No, but I might be able to learn,” Tick says.
“Very well,” she says. “I will spare you so you can learn to fix the machines.”
The mother opens her mouth over her other children.
“Hey,” Tick cries. “I thought you said you would spare us?”
“I said I would spare you,” she tells Tick. “Not the others.”
“I can’t fix the machines alone,” Tick says. “I need them.”
“But I must eat some of you,” she says. “I haven’t been fed in a very long time.”
“You don’t have to eat anyone,” Tick says. “We can bring you something to eat from the food machines upstairs. It won’t take us long.”
“No,” says the mother. “If anything happens to you along the way I will starve. At least one of you must be devoured.”
The creature eyeballs the children one at a time.
“You there,” she says to Polly. “Step forward.”
Polly steps forward. Tick gets in front of her, trying to push her back.
“My darling, you can’t possibly survive with that wound of yours,” the creature says, smiling down on Polly. “Let Mommy eat you.”
Polly tries to get past her brother, trying to step toward the queen’s mouth.
“Let me end your suffering,” the creature says.
“Polly, get away from her,” Tick says.
“No,” Polly says, looking at her brother. “She’s right. We both know I’m not going to make it.”
“You will make it,” Tick says. “We just have to get you to the medical station.”
“There is no medical station and you know it,” she says. “Everything upstairs died a long time ago.”
“We don’t know for sure,” Tick says. “We can at least try and see.”
“Tick, stop.” She looks him in the eyes. “Stop always trying to save me.” She puts her hands on his shoulders. “I should have died a long time ago but you keep saving me and pushing me forward. Do you know how much pain I’ve had to endure because you wouldn’t let me give up?”
She wraps her arms around him.
“I’m tired now,” she says. “I want you to let me go.”
Tick hugs her back, but he doesn’t think he’ll be able to let her go.
“That’s my darling,” says the creature. “That’s a good girl. Good girls know how to make Mommy happy.”
Polly leaves her brother and goes toward the birthing mother. The creature lowers her mouth to the girl.
“Come inside, my baby,” whispers the creature. “Let me taste your love.”


When Tick sees his sister entering the creature’s mouth, an explosion of anger swells inside of him. He can’t believe his sister would just let herself die like that after all they’ve been through. The birthing mother is not more important than Polly. The planet is going to die some day. There’s no need to continue the human species. The birthing mother is not important at all anymore.
“Polly!” Tick cries, charging forward.
He grabs his sister by the antlers, pulling her back. The creature closes its lips around her lower body.
“I’m not letting you go,” he says.
“What did I tell you?” Polly cries. “I said stop trying to save me.”
“Do I ever listen to you?”
He takes her arms and pulls, pushing against his mother’s lips.
“You’re so useless,” Polly cries.
Darcy joins him. She pulls a knife out of her boot and stabs the creature in the mouth. Although it doesn’t cause major damage to the creature, it feels like a bee sting. The beast spits Polly out and recoils.
Tick lifts Polly to her feet, holding her upright. His sister looks down at the crazy young girl pointing a knife at the creature.
“I thought I threw that away,” Polly says, looking at the knife.
“You think I only had one knife?” Darcy says, smiling up at her.
The creature roars and shakes the earth beneath their feet.
“How dare you treat your mother this way,” says the creature. “No good child would refuse to feed their poor hungry mother. You are all very bad children. Now you must all be eaten.”
She opens her mouth to attack, moving too quickly for the children to run. But then something stops the queen. She freezes in place. Then she groans weakly.
“What is happening?” asks the mother. “Why am I dizzy? I’m so tired…”
The creature sways back and forth, as if unable to keep itself upright. When Tick sees what is causing her to go weak, he can hardly believe it. A pink balloon the size of a small hippopotamus is attached to the creature’s back. The balloon swells larger and larger with each passing moment.
“Is that Leech?” Polly asks.
The baby has been drinking blood from the birthing mother this whole time, guzzling down an enormous feast. Tick realizes that it was all true. A human baby really does have a bottomless stomach.
“Stop eating your mommy,” the creature says to Leech. “You’re hurting your mommy.”
The birthing mother tries to brush Leech away, but she doesn’t have the strength. She loses consciousness and collapses into the mud, rumbling the ground beneath their feet.
The children look at each other, and then look back at the massive pink balloon Leech has become.
“Should we make her stop?” Darcy asks. “Or should we have her suck the rest of the monster’s blood out?”
Tick shakes his head. “Let’s stop her. If she drinks anymore she’s going to burst.”
Then they climb up on top of the blubbery creature, wondering how the heck they’re going to roll the baby out of there.


“She’s not what I was expecting,” Polly says to her brother, staring down at the giant fleshy monster before them.
“Who?” Tick asks.
He watches over the giant squeaking ball of Leech as she rolls across the mud, making sure she doesn’t pop on a sharp rock.
“Our mother,” Polly says. “I thought she would be prettier.”
Tick laughs. “I thought she would be shorter.”
Polly smiles for a moment, but then it fades.
“So that’s it,” she says. “It’s all over. At least I can die satisfied that I met my mother.”
“You’re not going to die,” Tick says.
“Of course I am,” Polly says.
“Look at you,” Tick says. “You haven’t died yet. You’re still walking.”
“It’s just the painkillers.”
“It doesn’t matter what it is. The old type of human would have probably died by now. But you’re not human. You’re a hybrid of human and Terramyte. You’re stronger than a normal human. Even if we never find a working medical station, I think you’ll still survive.”
Polly shrugs.
“It doesn’t really matter if I survive now, does it?” she says. “There’s nothing to live for. We have no future. Everybody is dead or gone. The house is in ruins. This is the end.”
“It’s not the end,” Tick says. “It’s only the beginning. We can rebuild this place.”
“With what?”
“We have all of these lights.” He points at all of the cages of planets spread across the basement. “We can be safe from the creepers. We can explore the house room by room and find all the other kids who live here. There are also surely some working robots and nannies who can help us fix things.”
“But there are things that the robots and nannies might not know anything about, like how to fix robots.”
“There are probably books on these things somewhere in the house. We also have a whole ballroom full of adults we can get information from.”
“But those adults aren’t real.”
“Yeah, but neither were our school teachers and they taught us everything we know.”
Darcy passes by, pulling lamps out of the mud with Drool. She whispers in Polly’s ear, “Listen to him. He knows what he’s talking about.” Then she looks over at Tick and smiles before continuing on.
Polly shakes her head and gazes out across the flickering swamp.
“You think we can really do it?” Polly says.
Tick gives her a shoulder to lean on.
“Of course we can.”



EPILOGUE


The bell rings outside Nursery #637.
Children jump out of the toy room with excitement, wondering if their dream is finally coming true. One is age five, the other is ten. Both of them have smiles that won’t leave their faces.
“Nanny, what’s that noise?” says the little girl.
“Well, I don’t know, Sally,” the nanny says. “Maybe it’s your mommy and daddy coming to visit.”
Both of the children look at each other with wide open mouths. They follow the nanny into the entry room and peek around the corner.
“Do you think it’s really them?” Sally asks the boy.
“I don’t know…” says the boy.
The nanny unlocks and unlatches the door, then opens it. There is a man and a woman standing in the doorway. When the children see them, their eyes sparkle. The man with his short dark hair and nicely pressed brown suit looks so smart and the girl with her tall majestic antlers and long blue hair looks so beautiful and nice.
“Come in,” the nanny tells them. Then she turns to the little ones hiding in the hallway. “Children, you have visitors.”
The kids step cautiously into the entryway, the smiles still on their faces. The little girl looks up at the woman with the long blue hair and giant antlers.
“Are you my mommy?” the girl asks.
The woman bends down and smiles at the child. “Yes, I am.”
When she picks the girl up into her arms, the feeling of warmth overwhelms them both. The girl curls up against her mother’s chest, digging her face into her clothes to absorb her scent.
The older brother steps toward the man.
“Is it true?” the boy asks. “Are you really our parents?”
“That’s right,” the man says, resting his hand on the boy’s shoulder.
“Are you here for me?” the boy asks. “Is it time for you to take me away?”
The man nods. “You won’t be taken too far. Just to another part of the house. There’s a lot of work to be done. We could use your help.”
“But what about Sally?” the boy asks. “She’ll be left all alone.”
“Don’t worry about Sally,” the father says. “She has a baby brother coming soon. She won’t be alone. Plus, she has Nanny to look after her.”
“But I’ll miss her,” he says.
The father is surprised to see he cares so much for a younger sibling. His own older sister would have left him in a second if she were in this boy’s shoes.
“You’ll see her again when she’s your age,” the father says. “It won’t be so long.”
“Can’t I come visit her here?”
“Unfortunately, that would be too dangerous,” says the father. “This area of the house is still unprotected.”
“You mean, from the stalkers?”
“Yes,” says the father. “The lower levels of the house have been made safe. There are shadow gates set up that make it impossible for the stalkers to enter. But up here, the hallways are dangerous. Once you leave, you must not return.”
The boy nods his head.
“Now go pack your things,” says the father. “We have a long journey ahead of us.”
The boy nods again and runs to his room to get ready.
The father looks over at the little girl with her arms wrapped around his wife’s neck. They giggle and rub each other’s noses. They’re instantly in love with one another. His wife has that effect on all of the children they’ve visited in the nurseries.
“Mommy, come look at my toys,” the girl says.
The woman sets the girl down. “Okay, let’s go play.”
The little girl leads her by the hand down the hallway toward the toy room, laughing and yelling the whole way.


The man is left in the entry room with the nanny. She looks him up and down. Then she shakes her head.
“You’re not really the masters of the house, are you?” the nanny asks.
The man smiles at her, surprised she’s so quickly come to that conclusion.
“How’d you know?” he asks.
“You care too much for the children,” she says. “Their real parents would have demanded their love without giving any in return.”
The man snickers. “Well, their real parents abandoned this house a long time ago.”
“What do you mean? How?”
“They found a better place to live and left the children behind. All the adults did.”
“But you’re an adult, aren’t you?”
“I wasn’t at the time,” he says. “My wife, my sister, and I were merely children when we started bringing this house back together. We went from nursery to nursery, recruiting help from other kids. The first ten floors of this house have complete power now. Seventy-six people live there.”
“Let’s go into my room, just in case the children hear,” says the nanny, her eyes peeking around the corner. “They aren’t ready for this kind of information.”
The man agrees. He follows the nanny into her quarters and sits down with her at a small table by the end of her bed.
“The younger kids started calling us Mother and Father,” the man continues, “so we’ve kind of took on the role. We’re not the oldest adults down there, but we seem to be the only ones willing to bear the weight of responsibility.”
The man tells the nanny everything about his experiences in the house and what has become of human life. The only piece of information he leaves out is the fact that the planet they live on will eventually be destroyed. He decided a long time ago that it would be best if nobody knew about this, at least not for a few decades. They still have a hundred and fifty years until the end. That is not a bad lifespan for a civilization. Perhaps, some day, they will figure out a way to leave the planet as their parents did and find a new world.
“So things have changed a lot out there, haven’t they?” says the nanny.
“Probably for the better,” the man says. “I’ve read much of the history of my parents’ society on this planet. I don’t think I like it much.”
“No, I don’t think anybody really did,” the nanny says. “That’s why these nurseries closer resemble life in ancient times, when human society was more pleasant. More… human.”
The man nods.
“You do a good job,” the man says. “You nannies have always done a good job of raising kids.”
He smiles at the nanny when she isn’t paying attention, then looks away before she notices.
“I have a favor to ask you,” he says.
The nanny raises her eyebrows. “What’s that?”
“It’ll only be for a short while, but you can refuse if you want. I’m not sure if it will work anyway…”
He places something onto the table. It is in a box, wrapped in a shirt.
“What is it?” the nanny asks.
He pushes it across the table to her.
As she unwraps it, he says, “I recently visited my own nursery for the first time in about ten years. The place was on fire when we left it. Everything burned down. I assumed nothing would be left of my nanny’s body when I found it.”
The nanny opens the box to find a large computer chip.
“But I discovered that her memory card was still intact,” the man says. “I was able to save it.”
The nanny looks at the chip.
“Do you think it can be fixed?” he asks.
The nanny nods. “Yeah, it just needs to be cleaned up a bit. There’s a bit of corrosion, but I can get it functioning again soon.”
She tries to stand to get her computer cleaning supplies, but the man stops her.
“That’s not the favor I was asking,” the man says. “I was wondering if you would be willing to let me swap it with yours. Just for a while. Then I’ll swap it right back. I promise.” He looks down at the chip. “I never got a chance to say goodbye to her.”
The nanny puts her hand on his shoulder.
“Of course you can,” the nanny says. “Just wait here and I’ll be back in a moment.”


The man sits in the garden next to the robot, putting the new chip inside and turning it back on. When the nanny comes to life, she takes a deep breath and then exhales with a smile, staring at the blooming marigolds in front of her.
“Hi, Nanny,” the man says to the robot.
She turns her head, looks up at the man seated next to her. At first she doesn’t recognize him, but then she squints her eyes at his face.
“Ricky?” she says. “Is that you?”
“Yes, Nanny Warburough,” he says. “It’s me.”
She blinks her mechanical eyes at him.
“You’re all grown up,” she says, her lips wrinkling into a smile.
“Well, you’ve been away for a long time,” he says.
“Have I?” says Nanny Warburough. She turns to the flowers and nods. “Yes, I guess I have…”
The man moves closer to the nanny and takes her hand. He doesn’t care what they talk about. He just wants to be with her.
“So what’s become of you?” she asks. “What kind of man has the troublesome little Ricky grown into?”
He decides not to tell her anything about the world outside the nursery. He doesn’t want her to know about what happened to him or what he’s gone through.
“Well, I’m happy,” he says. “I’m a hard worker. I have lots of responsibility. I try to help people whenever I can.”
The nanny smiles and pats his knee.
“That’s the Ricky I imagined,” she says. “Did you ever get married?”
The man says, “Do you remember that girl Darcy I always had a crush on at school?”
“I knew it,” the nanny says.
“What do you mean you knew it?”
“I knew that you would find her outside of the nursery and one day marry that girl. You were destined to be together.”
“How could you know?” He didn’t even know the nanny knew Darcy’s name. “The girl I liked at school wasn’t even real.”
“That’s just how schooling works,” the nanny says. “It’s designed to introduce you to a fictional version of the girl you’re destined to spend the rest of your life with.”
“I’m really lucky I found her,” the man says.
“And what about Polly?” the nanny says. “What is she up to?”
“She’s a doctor now,” he says. “A really important person in the household. She got married to a slightly older man. He’s considered the most handsome and popular guy in the house, but if you ask her about him she’ll say he’s completely useless.”
The nanny laughs.
“And what about Kajhug?” she asks. “How’s she?”
“Who?”
“Your baby sister.”
He thinks about it for a moment, and then remembers.
“Oh, you mean Leech. I completely forgot you used to call her Kajhug. Nobody’s actually ever called her that besides you.”
The nanny seems a little disappointed that she ended up going with her nickname.
“She turned into a hellion,” the man says. “She does whatever she wants whenever she wants, never listens to anybody, and always gets herself into trouble all the time.”
“She sounds like she takes after her older brother,” the nanny says.
“I’m terrified of what she’ll be like once her antlers grow in.”
The nanny laughs again.
The two of them sit there in the garden room for what seems like hours, just gazing at the plants and flowers, reminiscing about old times in the nursery. He wishes the moment would last forever, but he knows it’s already time for this nursery to get its real nanny back.
“Nanny,” he says. “I just want to say…” He turns away from the flowers to face her. “Thank you. Thank you for everything.”
She shakes her head. “You don’t have to thank me for anything, Ricky.”
“No, I do, Nanny,” the man says. “I spent my whole life searching for my mother, because I wanted so badly to have somebody who would love me and comfort me, read me stories when I was bored, stay up late with me when I was scared. Every night, I dreamed about my mother. I spent all my time drawing pictures of what I thought she might look like.”
“Of course, every child is like that,” the nanny says.
“But I recently found one of those pictures,” he says. “I found it hidden in the crawlspace of the nursery, where it survived the fire.”
He pulls the folded up piece of paper out of his pocket.
“I remembered it being my most treasured drawing of my mother I ever created,” he says. “The one I felt best captured her true likeness. But for the life of me I couldn’t remember what the drawing looked like or why I always kept it hidden.” He unfolds the drawing. “Until I saw it.”
He hands the drawing to the nanny.
She looks down at the image, and says, “But this is a picture of me?”
The man nods his head.
“After spending my whole life wishing and praying that I could be with my mother,” the man says, “I had no idea that I was with her all along.” He takes the drawing from her hands and puts it aside. “If only it weren’t against the rules to hug you and love you, I would never have needed another mother in my life.”
The nanny nods at him and puts her hand on his shoulder.
“Well, you’re an adult now,” she says. “You don’t have to follow the rules anymore.”
“No, I don’t,” the man says.
He hugs the pudgy old woman with all of his strength, squeezing her so tightly that he can feel the warm machinery behind her synthetic flesh. And when she hugs him back, it feels as if he’s finally found what he’s always been searching for. He’s finally hugging his mother for the first time in his life. And because he knows this hug is also the last, he makes sure it’s one that will last a whole lifetime.
As they embrace, the nanny looks down and smiles at the drawing on the floor. It is a drawing of the boy and the nanny holding hands, smiles brightening their crayon-drawn faces. Above the boy, the word Tick is written in sloppy handwriting. Above the nanny, there is the word Nanny that has been crossed out and replaced with another word: Mommy.
After the chip is removed, tears fall onto the man’s lap. But he’s not sure if they fell from him or from his mommy’s warm mechanical eyes.
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