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Splinter is dead.


Chess held the words in her mind, turning them over, weighing each of them as she might have weighed stones in her palm: heavy, blank, cold as tombs.


Splinter is dead.


The winter wind flicked chestnut curls across her face. She brushed them away with the backs of her fingers before pushing her fists into the pockets of her leather jacket. Her brown eyes were wet from the raw air and she blinked tiny droplets of moisture from the thick lashes. Then she shut her eyes and felt the plunge of space from where her trainers were planted at the edge of the tower to the depths of the drains which twisted in dripping darkness through the roots of the city.


But the plunge was not only downwards. For Chess, space plunged forwards and backwards until it was lost in a vanishing point as distant as time, as distant as she could think. But however far she thought, however deep, no matter how she searched, Splinter was nowhere to be found. Chess didn’t know where he was.


There was so much she didn’t know, didn’t understand. She knew that across the universes, war was raging; she knew that a roiling hatred was heading towards her world, her city; she knew that in a matter of days, maybe only hours, time itself would hang in the balance; and she knew that she could end everything as easily as thinking. That was what she was here for: that was how she had been made. And with their machines and warp technology, the enemy, the Twisted Symmetry, had filled every shred of her spirit with the dark energy they had reaped from aeons of pain and suffering. So Chess had seen all the pain, she had seen all the suffering, she had actually felt it. And now the Symmetry were waiting, waiting for her to explode, to use the Eternal to destroy everything, to destroy time itself and leave only them.


‘No,’ Chess whispered to a wind that snatched the words from her lips. She didn’t want what the Symmetry wanted. But when the time came and the universes were in her grasp, Chess didn’t know what she would do.
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The winter light of late afternoon died in the filthy glass of the dome. Only a pale glow leaked through, illuminating the concrete floor in dim patches. The thud of the girl’s boots reverberated as she entered the gloomy entrance hall of the old bus depot. There was a stirring of bodies in the half light, the scrape of a wooden stick, a cough and then there were shapes in the murk. The shapes surfaced from the shadows like phantoms: phantoms that smelt of beer and sweat. The tramps guarded this part of the depot. They didn’t challenge the girl with the jet black hair and the sapphire eyes because they knew her. They knew that she worked for the Committee, and they knew that she could wield the sword she carried in the bag across her back quicker than light.


‘They’re waiting for you, Anna,’ drawled a bearded man in a greasy raincoat.


‘They want my blood,’ replied Anna. It was meant to sound lighthearted but her voice was swallowed by the gloom. The tramps remained silent as she crossed the barren chamber, eyes watching her all the way. Only once she had passed through the door on the far side of the entrance hall did they return to the deep shadows and their half-drunk bottles.


Anna entered a long, low-ceilinged room. It was almost the size of a car park and the grimy windows were caged in mesh. The last time Anna had been here, it had been set out partly as a hospital ward and partly as an old lady’s parlour. Now it was packed with racks of weapons and chests of ammunition and crates stamped with the words ‘EXPLOSIVE – HANDLE WITH CARE’. Men and women in combat uniform worked in silent busyness.


‘Miss Ledward?’


Anna turned to face a uniformed man with a clipboard in his hands. She nodded. ‘Looks like you guys mean business.’ She was used to seeing guards inside the old bus depot which functioned as Committee Headquarters, but not this many and not with so much weaponry.


The guard chewed harder on his wedge of tobacco. ‘The Twisted Symmetry are headed this way,’ he said. ‘We don’t have long. We’re expecting reinforcements.’ He jerked his head towards the nearest rack of weapons. ‘Reckon we can put up a good fight,’ he said, proudly.


‘I reckon you can,’ agreed Anna, more enthusiastically than she felt. She knew the enemy better than any of the guards in here. She knew that it would take more than soldiers and gunfire to survive an onslaught by the Twisted Symmetry. But she knew that the man standing in front of her now didn’t need to hear that.


‘Are you ready? For the operation?’ The guard shifted his stance, uncomfortably.


‘Can’t wait,’ muttered Anna, with a stomach that felt as if a litre of glue had been poured into it.


‘They asked me to check that you’d taken the pre-op medication they’d sent.’


‘Yeah, I’ve taken it.’ The medication had arrived a couple of days ago at the house in Mendoza Row where she’d been living: a parcel containing a syringe with instructions to inject the contents two hours before the operation.


Anna could still feel the sting inside her elbow where she had pushed the needle into her vein after tying a tourniquet around her upper arm. The injection had numbed her arm and then her whole body. But her heart was in the grip of a cat’s claws at the thought of what was about to happen.


Anna cast her piercing gaze about the room, eyes bright beneath her sharp straight fringe. ‘The Committee are meant to be the good guys but it’s hard to believe it when I feel like this,’ she muttered.


‘Of course they’re the good guys. And the Twisted Symmetry are the bad guys: they want all of us dead. They want everyone dead, apart from the Twisted Symmetry.’


‘I know, I know,’ sighed Anna. But she knew more about fighting the bad guys than the guard did, and she knew that the closer you got to the darkness, the closer the darkness got to you. Just look at Chess. Chess was only fourteen but she was the most powerful being in the universes. But that power had put her so close to the darkness that now she was fighting just to keep her grip on the light.


‘The Committee know what they’re doing,’ the guard assured her. ‘You’ll be OK, miss.’


Yeah, thought Anna, just like you’ll be OK when the Symmetry show up. But she just smiled, straightening the ponytail into which she had fastened her long black hair.


‘You’ll make a great Blood Sentinel,’ added the guard, as if that might make her feel better.


Blood Sentinel. Anna repeated the words to herself. The Committee’s greatest warriors: humans whose blood was mixed with blood from the immortal warrior, Julius, his DNA grafted onto theirs, an echo of his power shared with them. That was why she was here: to undergo the operation that would turn her from human to Sentinel. Deep in the vaults of Committee HQ, the operating theatre was waiting for her. The glue in her stomach turned to lead.


The guard was still talking and Anna realized that he was looking about as if he were preparing to divulge a confidence. ‘Me and the others have been placing bets on which of the Sentinels will kill the most enemy,’ he whispered. ‘The smart money’s on you: assuming you survive the operation.’


‘Great,’ said Anna. ‘That’s really confidence-boosting. Thanks.’


He nodded sagely. ‘You’d best go down now, miss. They’re waiting to start,’ and he spat a treacle-coloured jet of saliva into a nearby mug.


Anna followed the corridors and the stairs which led down, noting the extra patrols clunking along the subterranean passageways, their faces pale, muscles taut. And as she went deeper into the complex that had been cut out of the earth beneath the decrepit brickwork of the old bus depot, she felt the distance between where she was now and her old life stretch to vanishing point.


Ever since she had met Chess and been caught up in the universal war between the Committee and the Twisted Symmetry, Anna had slipped further and further away from her real life, her family, her other friends. But she had discovered that she had been slipping into a place where she was meant to be, a place where she fitted perfectly: but it was a place of danger and violence, a place which had cut her off from her old life completely. And now, descending into this vault of damp stone, bare cables and flickering safety lights, Anna knew that she was about to slip out of her old life altogether. The final clash between the Committee and the Twisted Symmetry was about to erupt and when it did so, she would be fighting with the blood of immortals in her veins.


So long as her body survived the procedure. There were no guarantees.


That was why she had been sent the pre-op medication. There was always a risk when Julius’s blood was mixed with a mortal’s blood: a danger of system shock when mortal blood was exposed to eternity. The pre-op medication was designed to reduce this risk. But it could only reduce the risk. And it would do nothing about the pain.


Anna came to the door that led into the operating theatre. She didn’t want to go through with this: she had to go through with this. She took a deep breath, pushed the door open and entered.


The chamber was illuminated by a harsh, white light which speared off steel cabinets and instruments. Under a bank of merciless spotlights, there were two operating tables. Between the tables there was a bank of monitors and consoles from which there trailed hundreds of tubes, narrow as wire.


‘Hello, dear,’ said an old lady in a tatty sage cardigan, a blouse that was waxy yellow, and an ill-fitting orange and white skirt. She sat on a high metal stool beside one of the operating tables, liver-spotted hands clenched between knobbly, ladder-stockinged knees.


‘Hello, Ethel,’ said Anna.


Ethel pushed her greasy, grey hair away from her smudged spectacle lenses. ‘Have you injected?’ she enquired. Anna nodded and Ethel clapped her hands as if with delight. ‘Splendid!’


‘As one of the brains behind the Committee and one of the most powerful beings in the universe,’ observed Anna, ‘you are very easily pleased.’


‘As one of the brains behind the Committee and one of the most powerful beings in the universes,’ observed Ethel, ‘I have to be satisfied with whatever victories come my way, however small,’ and she gave a long-suffering smile.


‘There’s nothing small about injections,’ remarked Anna, looking across a steel table to one of the other two occupants of the room. ‘Hello, Lemuel,’ she said, noting how the person she called Lemuel was inspecting a scalpel so sharp its blade was like a gleam of light.


Wearing a black gown, high-collared and criss-crossed with fine silver hatching, Lemuel Sprazkin gave a courtly bow. ‘Miss Ledward,’ he crooned, slanting eyes smiling up at her sidelong. His chalk-white face was like a crescent moon, the curve of his long chin suggesting a reflection of the thin fin of a nose. The harsh spotlights were reflected in a perfect dazzle in the glass panel on the top of his bald head. A tiny aperture in the panel allowed a drill to be inserted into his brain as a means of controlling his behaviour.


Lemuel was a warp, one of the Twisted Symmetry’s genetically engineered scientists. And he wasn’t just any warp: he had once been the Symmetry’s primary warp. But he had switched sides to the Committee years ago. The Committee had relied upon his technological knowledge for centuries, but Anna knew that he had to be handled with as much care as the boxes of explosive upstairs. He stood erect and blew Anna a kiss.


The third occupant of the room was Julius. His back was towards her and he had already removed his coat and shirt and had hung them over a chair in one corner of the chamber, together with his belt and machine pistols. His long yellow hair straggled loose over his shoulders and down his lean, strong back. His skin was almost as pale as Lemuel’s.


‘Ready?’ he asked, turning towards her.


Anna shrugged. ‘As much as I can be.’ She knew Julius well enough not to be startled by his face, which was composed half of the same pale flesh as his body and half of silver metal as soft and contoured as the flesh itself. A red eye burnt in the flesh; an eye of icy blue in the silver. And his hands gleamed in the bright light, silver as his face, the metal merging with the skin of his forearms in tendon-thick strands. Even a demi-god needed repairing when he had battled against the Symmetry for as long as Julius had.


Anna un-slung the hockey bag in which she carried her sheathed sword and dropped it by a second chair. She began to undress, shaking off her loose leather jacket, pulling her shirt over her head. She and Julius moved mechanically. Anna felt as if she was watching herself preparing for the operation.


‘Your physical condition,’ trilled Lemuel, in his high-pitched voice, ‘is perfect.’


Ethel cast him a suspicious glance but Anna just muttered, ‘I bet you say that to all the girls,’ and she sat on the chair to kick off her boots. She preferred not to look towards the trolley at the head of one of the steel tables on which there was arranged a variety of needles, probes and scalpels: all gleaming, all perfect for slitting skin and paring muscle.


‘Have you seen Chess?’ asked Ethel.


‘Not today,’ replied Anna.


Ethel sighed. ‘It’s nearly time.’


Anna looked up as she pulled off the remaining boot. ‘For?’


‘For the end of time, my love.’


‘You make it sound so ordinary,’ commented Anna, standing, talking automatically whilst she tried to keep her eyes and mind off the way Lemuel was caressing his surgical instruments.


Ethel’s scrawny shoulders rose and dropped. ‘It is all too desperate to talk about in any other way.’


Anna noticed how Julius glanced darkly at Ethel, clenched his jaw but maintained his silence. It was evident that the Committee’s commanders were not in perfect agreement about the situation, however desperate it was.


‘When the time spiral reaches the fifth node, its final point,’ continued Ethel, ‘everything will depend on Chess. If she gives in to the Symmetry, everything is over.’


‘And if she doesn’t?’ enquired Anna.


‘Then the enemy will be in for a big surprise.’ Ethel smiled, hopeful as a child. ‘Only Chess will decide.’


Anna looked at Ethel as if she had just spoken with as much sense as a barking bullfrog. ‘Are you joking? Chess is in such a state she can’t even decide what to have for breakfast. How’s she meant to decide what to do with the universe, Ethel?’


‘Universes,’ smiled the old lady.


Anna glared back, unable to hide her irritation at Ethel’s smugness and angry at the way Ethel expected her friend to carry the fate of the universes when Anna knew how Chess’s spirit was breaking under the burden.


‘Mevrad chooses uncertainty,’ murmured Julius.


Ethel’s other name reminded Anna that there was a lot more to the old lady than met the eye, but she continued to regard her hotly.


‘I want to defeat the Symmetry, Julius. Forever,’ snapped Ethel.


Julius was holding out a sheathed sword, a Samurai sword like Anna’s but longer and broader. ‘I prefer certainty,’ he stated, his smooth, deep voice calm but hard. ‘Tonight the Symmetry will attack this city, as they will launch their final attack across the universes. Whilst Mevrad waits to see what Chess will do, we will fight to protect the city, to protect its people. That is certain.’


Ethel pursed her thin lips but said nothing.


‘By “we”, you mean the Blood Sentinels?’ Anna hesitated, on the brink of taking the sword from Julius, last of the race of heroes: the last of the Nephilim.


‘It is what we are here for, Anna.’ He nodded and thrust the sheathed sword towards her.


Anna took hold of the smooth, curved scabbard and as she did so, Julius clasped her forearm and his eyes blazed into hers. In that moment her mind filled with a vision of fire, and the clash of blades and the roar of creatures: huge, obese, sweating pus and wielding rough-bladed axes.


Julius released Anna from his gaze and his grip, and her mind cleared. ‘The Plague Breed is coming to the city,’ he said. ‘And tonight, we will stop them.’


Anna weighed the weapon in her hand. ‘What kind of sword is this?’


‘A Muspell blade,’ replied Julius. ‘Phosphorous coated. It burns. Fire is the most effective means of destroying plague beasts.’ He nodded towards the sword. ‘You will need it tonight.’


‘I won’t go out without it,’ she promised and she propped the sword against the chair she’d been using. Then she removed the rest of her clothes and, naked, slipped beneath the thin sheet that was draped over one of the tables. Julius did the same.


Lying on the cold steel like this, the room seemed to press down upon her. She could feel the throb of her pulse in her neck and she realized that her breathing was so shallow she hardly seemed to be drawing breath at all.


Slow down. Control. That was what she had been taught.


Anna breathed deeply, slowly, sought to steady her thumping heart. It wasn’t easy. She had faced danger many times, was quickened by its electric touch, but that had been when she was fighting, when her life had been in her own hands. Now, her body was in someone else’s hands and even the light in here seemed sharp enough to cut. Without raising her head, she watched Lemuel as he moved between the operating tables with balletic grace. When he came close she looked upwards, preferring not to watch how his fingers worked with the fine tubes, inserting them into her right arm and her body, working them beneath the skin so that they tickled and then stung.


‘Your right hand, it’s silver,’ said Anna, hoarsely, noticing the shining skin for the first time, wanting to take her mind off what was about to happen.


‘I cut the original off to make a trap,’ he tittered, and then, bending down so that his dark lips brushed her cheek, he added, ‘It’s a long story.’


‘We don’t have long, Lemuel,’ warned Julius from where he lay on the adjacent table, tubes already strung between his arm and body and the central units. ‘We have work to do.’


‘Time to start, time to start,’ twittered Lemuel. ‘Nothing needs so much time as an immortal in a hurry. But we mustn’t rush, Julius, we mustn’t rush.’ His smile peeled up to his slanting eyes. ‘We mustn’t make this even more dangerous than it already is.’


‘Thanks for that,’ muttered Anna, closing her blue eyes tight as if that might relieve the dull pains in her arm and side. When she next opened them, Lemuel was out of sight but she sensed him close by. He was moving about the little trolley that was positioned inches above her head: the trolley that carried the instruments. There was the shearing scrape of metal blades as Lemuel selected the tool he required.


How much would this hurt?


A needle came into view, a long needle, longer than any Anna had ever seen. Lemuel walked around the table and took hold of her right arm.


‘Don’t wiggle,’ he giggled as he pressed the tip of the needle into Anna’s wrist. Delicately, he rotated the needle between the metal fingers of his right hand and pushed: pushed until half its length had vanished into the girl’s forearm. Anna closed her eyes and breathed in deeply through her nose.


‘Just making sure we have everything where it should be,’ whispered Lemuel, still manipulating the needle minutely. ‘We don’t want anything coming unstuck. We need the interface in exactly the right cells. It’s no good ending up with no more than an immortal fingernail,’ he tittered, and he wiggled the fingers of his left hand, with their long, black nails. ‘Imagine if you cracked it, or bit it off in a moment of anxiety? We need an immortal you, from fingers to toes and every bit in between.’


He closed his grey eyes and smiled a dreamy half-moon smile to himself, lips wine dark in his chalk-white face. His eyes opened and slid to Julius. ‘The blood of the ancients, the last of the Nephilim, mixing with the blood of . . . a child.’ His voice was tremulous. The purple tip of his tongue wetted the corner of his mouth before vanishing back within.


‘Lemuel,’ cautioned Ethel, sternly, grimy spectacle lenses flashing a warning gleam of reflected surgical lights.


‘Sixteen is hardly a child.’ Anna spoke through clenched teeth, eyes still shut.


‘Nearly seventeen,’ added Ethel.


Lemuel let go of the needle and clasped his hands, the metal fingers of the right interweaving with the pallid skin of the left. ‘But still, so young, so strong. Such . . . blood.’


‘Lemuel,’ warned Ethel.


‘It is not as rare as Chess’s, not as deliriously irresistible,’ he continued to rhapsodize, shivering as he looked down at Anna, ‘but nevertheless, it is delicious.’


‘Lemuel!’ snapped Ethel.


‘Could you remove this?’ enquired Anna, gritting her teeth and directing her glare at the needle protruding from her wrist. But she reserved some of her glare for Lemuel Sprazkin. Chess might have understood how Lemuel struggled with the appetites he had been created with, but she didn’t. She knew that without Lemuel’s cunning mind, none of them could have come this far against the Symmetry. But she knew also that it was his slippery, cunning brain that made him unpredictable: that made him dangerous.


‘Please, Anna,’ complained Lemuel, ‘don’t look at me like that.’ His voice was intense as the sting of the needle. ‘I might have been the Symmetry’s primary warp, but these days I try only to do good science.’


He took hold of the needle and Anna tried not to wince as he plucked it free. Then Lemuel waltzed across to the central console where he flicked a series of switches. The room darkened to a lunar luminescence and inside her flesh, Anna felt the wire-tubes stirring like threadworms.


‘It’s dark,’ complained Ethel, snatching off her spectacles, spitting on the lenses, rubbing them on the cuff of her sage cardigan and shoving them back into place.


‘You have no artistry, Mevrad,’ accused Lemuel. He shut his eyes and heaved in a breath, high nostrils aquiver. ‘Blood is my art, and an art such as this requires a sense of moment: the sanctity of the moment is the very pulse, and at my will, time is compressed into a moment.’ He flicked the needle in an arc, conducting his own symphonic proclamations. ‘I can change the beat of time in the flash of an eye.’


Lemuel’s fingers fluttered down to a small console and he placed them there as if he was about to play a piano. ‘Evolution,’ he announced, ‘is for molluscs. Only I can create gods.’


‘Demi-gods,’ Anna heard Ethel mutter, but plainly Lemuel was too transported by his own genius to register the correction. He raised a long, black-nailed finger high and then struck a button on the unit.


Anna was aware of the cascade of tubes flushing crimson as blood began to pump from Julius’s body into hers. She braced herself for pain. But there was no pain, at first, and she let out a thin hiss of breath. Then the pain struck and it was hot as white coals, searing through her, blinding her. She clenched her teeth to stop herself from crying out, but she couldn’t stop her body from stiffening and her back from arching so abruptly that her head banged against the steel table top.


She heard Ethel gasp and hurry to her side.


Lemuel gasped too, but with pleasure. ‘Poetry.’


Anna’s tall, lithe body convulsed again, as if it wasn’t her own.


‘See how the blood of immortals burns,’ she heard Lemuel say, voice husky with excitement.


‘Lemuel?’ Ethel’s voice was tense.


Lemuel’s flesh hand was cold as putty upon Anna’s forehead. ‘She is so human,’ he whispered, almost tenderly. She heard his voice but with her eyes shut tight, she couldn’t see the way he looked over her prone body at Ethel, eyes like darts. ‘This is why she will be strong. Immortal blood is nothing compared with the passion of humans.’ She didn’t like the way that his hand stoked the side of her face but there was nothing she could do about that. Then the pain drowned out the sensation in searing waves but Lemuel’s voice remained as gentle as his touch. ‘She has such passion. Such strength.’


And then, as her DNA bonded with Julius’s, her mind began to flood with thoughts and sensations Anna had never encountered before. She felt space fall open around her like collapsing drapes and she sensed the sound and movement of bodies throughout Committee HQ as if they cast shadows into her mind, sensations that broke the normal rules of time and place, sensations that only immortal blood could divine. And she felt a new sensation accompany the pain: a strength in her limbs, a surge in her spasming heart, a feeling that she would burst out of her own body. The heat and the overwhelming explosion of sensation seemed to be burning her out of existence. As her mind finally disconnected her body from the impact of Julius’s blood mixing with her own, Anna reached for the person who she carried in her spirit, as if that was the only place of safety. Her lips moved, silently repeating his name, before she passed into unconsciousness.


Lemuel lifted his ear from Anna’s lips. ‘Box, she says.’ He smiled to Ethel, whose grey face had become more drawn and grey than usual.


‘Box and Anna have become close,’ said Ethel, resting a hand as wrinkled as wet chicken skin on the hot forehead of the unconscious girl. As she did so, she looked about the chamber as if distracted by something.


‘And you separated them, Mevrad?’ Lemuel shook his head and tutted. ‘How mean.’ He began to work at the switches on the consoles, a smile peeping from the corners of his lips.


Julius sat up suddenly and tugged the clutches of minute wires from his arm and side. Pin pricks of blood spotted the flesh in which they had been embedded. Ethel looked away as he began to pull his clothes back on. When she looked back, he was dressed and was buckling on his belt with its holstered machine pistols. Then he threw on his black leather trench coat and tugged his yellow hair free of the collar.


‘If you are right, we need her tonight.’ Not asking: telling.


‘Of course I’m right. But will she be ready?’ Ethel’s wrinkled brow wrinkled even more deeply. ‘So soon after the process?’


‘The process is complete,’ said Lemuel.


‘She is needed,’ stated Julius. ‘She will have to be ready.’ He pointed a silver finger at Ethel. ‘You had better not be mistaken, Mevrad.’


At that, Ethel stood, her scruffy grey fringe inches from Julius’s chest, and she folded her arms.


‘I ain’t mistaken.’ Her voice grated like stone on stone. ‘I know what’s coming and I know where it’s coming from. Tonight, the fighting will start.’


Julius paused to look down at Anna, and maybe his eyes softened. ‘My Sentinels fight so hard and live so short.’ He laughed but it was a bitter laugh. ‘You see the irony, Mevrad?’ He looked up at the little old lady. ‘We touch them with immortality and in so doing, we give them death.’ He motioned to the sword that he had given Anna. ‘She will need that. Make sure she takes it with her.’


Then he vanished.


Lemuel sniffed, as if seeking any last trace of Julius. ‘Remarkable,’ he observed. ‘I never cease to be impressed by the science of it. There is so much that we cannot see.’ He tittered to himself. ‘I always remind myself before I go to bed: just because we don’t see something, that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.’


He paused in plucking a wire from Anna’s arm. ‘What’s the matter?’


Ethel frowned, head on one side like a sparrow. ‘Something that we can’t see,’ she murmured. ‘But something that’s there all the same.’ Then she shook her head and shivered. ‘Somebody’s been watching us, Lemuel. And I don’t know who.’
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Chess jerked back as if Ethel’s eyes had burnt her.


‘She can sense me,’ she said, closing the dimensions through which she had been watching the events in Committee HQ.


‘Did she see you?’ asked Balthazar Broom. Chess was standing and he sat beside her, cross-legged, in dinner jacket and trousers, with his heavy wooden staff over his lap.


Chess shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’ Night was falling over the city. Up on this high place where she liked to come when she wanted to look out across the metropolis, out through the dimensions, the winter wind was bitter.


‘And was Anna all right?’


Chess sniffed. The cold air made her nose run. ‘It looked bad, but she’s sleeping now.’ But she had hated watching her friend suffer. And she hated knowing that Anna had suffered like that because she had to become a Blood Sentinel. Because she had to fight for the Committee. Because that was what she was there for.


‘If I had my way,’ said Chess, huskily, ‘people wouldn’t have to do things just because the universes decide that they have to.’


Her fingers felt the smooth features of the carved gaming piece she kept in her pocket: the horse’s head she had found beneath the fireplace in the old flat in Knott Street, left by Ethel so many years ago for her to find. Her other hand slipped from her jacket and found Balthazar’s shoulder, broad and solid, even though the swathes of silver through his once raven hair, and the grey embroidering his long plait and thick moustache, showed that time was catching up with five hundred years of living. Balthazar’s large, olive-skinned hand found hers and patted it. His skin had been roughened by age but it was warm.


Chess released her breath slowly. Balthazar Broom, mathematician, philosopher and pugilist. Ethel may have called him a fool but he was kind.


‘Trust no one,’ was what Ethel always said.


But sometimes Ethel got things wrong. Ethel was wrong about Balthazar. Chess knew that she could trust Balthazar.


‘It’s nearly time,’ said Chess, shaking a thick strand of chestnut hair away from her face.


‘Time for time to end.’ Balthazar’s base voice tolled in the dreary wind of this high place.


Chess looked down, at the vertiginous spread of the city. From where they stood on the pinnacle of the deserted CREX tower in the north, to the heaving hulks of the factory sector in the south, there was a neon-studded, smoking, cliff-dense matrix of skyscrapers, highways and office blocks. There were precincts and parks like shreds of green baize beneath looping, thundering overpasses; there was the mouldering waste of the old city which the street rats called the Graveyard; there were the cascading hovels of the Pit; there were the wrecked remains of the wharf where she had once lived with Box and Splinter and their gang of street rats. And through it all there was the great, brown, lazy sweep of the river.


A billion pieces of sense data streamed through Chess and she processed it all: the stench of diesel, the blare of sirens, crowded streets, pickpockets, arguments, a kiss, a flower dropped.


Chess heard voices, caught shapes; sensed everything.


A pavement bursting with jacks. A man in a rush. A little girl holding his hand. The touch of fingers and the fingers slipping away as the little girl’s attention was caught by the flash of a silver wrapper at the edge of the road.


And a man opening a packet of gum as he drove. The grime streaked bumper of his car. Travelling too fast.


‘Far too fast,’ murmured Chess.


The little girl; the speeding car. Coming closer. Just a fraction of the data that swarmed through Chess’s mind as she opened it to the city. But there was more. Deep within the lights and the noises and the smells, something dark was creeping into the light.


‘They are here, Balthazar. The enemy: the Symmetry. They are here, in the city.’ She didn’t have to look at Balthazar to know how fear and fascination would both struggle for mastery of his dark face. Once you had come close to the Twisted Symmetry it entered your spirit, changed you from the inside so that it never really left you, whatever you did. She knew; she felt the same as Balthazar, the same as Lemuel. And she knew that part of her belonged to the Symmetry because of her father, whoever he was: he had left her with a little piece of darkness that was all her own. Once you had come close, part of you belonged to the Symmetry forever.


Chess closed her eyes and let her mind probe the spaces of the city, its hidden dimensions. ‘I can feel it, Balthazar. I can feel the enemy. And one of them is here.’ Them: the Inquisitors; the masters of the Twisted Symmetry.


‘Now?’ Balthazar was breathless. Expectant.


‘Now,’ whispered Chess, the wind snatching the word from her lips and tossing it across the city.


Balthazar stared into the darkness as if he could see what Chess could sense. ‘Wouldn’t you like to see it?’ he asked.


‘See what?’


‘Their world? Their crystal world?’


Amarantium: crystal. A substance that existed in all times and all places and which the Inquisitors had used to build a dimension in which they alone would survive the crash of the universes: if Chess destroyed time and space as they wanted. A dimension in which they and their servants would continue to live forever.


‘It must be very beautiful,’ murmured Balthazar. ‘It must be very perfect.’


This was why the Symmetry was so dangerous. ‘You must go, Balthazar. Both of us must. It’s late.’ It was early evening, but Chess wasn’t talking about the time of day.


Balthazar didn’t want to leave at once. Maybe it was because he wanted to stay close to his thoughts of the terrible beauty that the Symmetry offered for a little longer, or maybe it was because he understood that after tonight, there would be no coming back to this place. He was silent for a while and then asked, ‘And your brothers? Have you found any sign of your brothers?’


‘My brothers?’ For years, Chess had lived in the drains and harbours of the city, a street rat like thousands of others. And all that time she had believed that Box and Splinter were her brothers. But she had been wrong. ‘I don’t have brothers, Balthazar,’ said Chess. ‘I’ve got one brother, and he’s not to be trusted.’ That was what the shade of her dead mother had told her when she had travelled back in time to be with her, in Knott Street.


And however much mystery shrouded Splinter, Chess knew this: she knew that Splinter was the brother. ‘Splinter isn’t to be trusted. He betrayed me.’ Her voice was wrested by the wind and her large brown eyes were bright and wet with the cold. ‘He gave me to the Symmetry.’


‘He wanted power.’ Balthazar sounded as if he was making an excuse for Splinter. Balthazar knew how well the Symmetry could use a human who wanted power.


‘He gave me to the Inquisitors and they gave me to the warps.’ Chess didn’t say any more. The memories were bad. The Inquisitors might have been the masters of the Twisted Symmetry, but it was the devious technology of the warps that had been used to fuse her mind with the dark energy that the Symmetry had extracted from their billions of victims: the dark energy that now surged and screamed within her, wanting to be released. And Chess knew that if she allowed that to happen, there might be no stopping it.


But did it matter? There was so much pain in the universes, so much suffering that sometimes Chess felt ready to end it all. And that was what the Inquisitors wanted: for Chess to blast the universes back to their first point of nothingness, so that only the Twisted Symmetry would survive, cocooned within the alternative world that they had constructed out of crystal, preserving them for eternity.


‘Splinter betrayed you,’ pondered Balthazar, ‘and now, it seems that the enemy has disposed of Splinter.’


‘I have looked everywhere, and I can’t find him.’ Chess’s voice was hoarse. She felt the shrug of Balthazar’s shoulders beneath the ill-fitting tuxedo jacket. ‘But that doesn’t mean he’s dead,’ she insisted.


‘And if he is alive,’ murmured Balthazar, ‘wherever that may be, why concern yourself with him? After all that he has done. Why?’


‘He’s my brother.’ Balthazar looked up at her and she cleared her throat. ‘Even if he is a bad one.’ Sometimes it felt as if her old life in the city, when she had thought that Box and Splinter were her brothers, was the only certainty she had. And what she wanted, what she craved, was certainty, so even the thought of Splinter was a haven against the tempest that howled within her spirit.


‘And Box?’ asked Balthazar. But Chess noticed how his large eyes gazed out at the spread of the city as if they might see what she knew was out there.


I can feel you, she thought. And something thought back at her. A quiet laughter, cruel, hungry. One piece of sense data within the blaring chaos of the city.


Chess’s mind split. Still sensing the approach of the Symmetry, still sensing the speeding car, the little girl, the space between the two shrinking, she reached for Box. This was no effort; Chess could think a thousand thoughts at once, touch as many realities as she could find. It was focusing on any one thing that had become difficult. It felt as if her mind could slip away from her at any moment and, if it did, she wasn’t sure what would happen. Sometimes she felt so unhappy, so angry, that she knew she couldn’t trust herself.


They say I can control the universes, thought Chess. But I don’t think I can control me. She laughed quietly, failing to notice the frown that cast itself over Balthazar’s face as he watched her.


She searched for Box. Her mind forged a channel through the universes to where a giant rock belt spiralled out of the Alpha-3-Varion supernova. Then she moved inwards: heat, the whump of plasma-fire intensifying, light flashing as explosive ordinance burst over the groaning hulls of battle cruisers, the boom of heavy guns and the relentless machinery of Dog Troopers, the Twisted Symmetry’s war machine, preparing for battle.


‘Too fast,’ whispered Chess, sensing the closing metres between chrome bumper and the child’s cranium, simultaneously and effortlessly observing the tidal wave that was the Symmetry’s battle fleet as it prepared to break upon its target.


Within one of the huge, deep-vortex battle cruisers, Chess found the Fourteenth Storm, part of the Dog Troopers’ cybernetic, heavy cavalry: the Dreadbolts. And amongst the Fourteenth, commanding a cohort of a thousand battle-hardened, solarion-toughened, armour-clad snouts, was Box.


He was mounted on a bolt, a colossal, bio-engineered horse, just like the rest of his cohort. Its metal flanks were black and so were its eyes. It drew back its lips to roar and stamped a killing hoof upon the iron run. Box pulled down his visor and a hiss of gas smoked over his armour-plated shoulders as the compression pipe was unlocked from the back of his helmet. The gas trails parted to reveal the snarling dog heads of the Fourteenth Storm engraved on his armour, black amidst whorls of gold.


The interior lights dimmed to red. Box gave a command over the radio, speaking the same throat-grazing tongue as the rest of the Dog Troopers. Chess didn’t understand it but she knew what it meant. It was nearly time for contact. In two minutes’ time, ten thousand metal-shearing, body-pulping dreadbolts would ride out to smash their enemy.


Chess sensed Box’s iron strength and cool determination. But destruction was not his only purpose. Box wanted to be somewhere else, with someone else. This was what drove him on, just as he had driven himself through every obstacle until he had saved her from the Twisted Symmetry.


Box wanted to be with Anna. Chess knew this. And she knew that he was only fighting with the enemy because Ethel had said that he must: that it was part of a plan agreed between her and General Saxmun Vane, the brutal commander of the Dog Troopers. And so, almost as soon as Box had returned to the city together with Anna and the rest of them, after he had brought her back from the warp station where the Symmetry had kept her, he had been sent back to the war zone he thought he’d left behind. That had been nearly two months ago: two months during which Chess had sensed time speeding and speeding towards its end.


‘Box is with the enemy,’ said Chess, vaguely.


‘It makes no sense to me,’ responded Balthazar, his voice competing with the wind which droned above the city.


‘It doesn’t make much sense to me either.’ Chess blinked tails of hair from her eyes. ‘It’s part of Ethel’s grand plan.’


The silence which followed was their joint verdict on Ethel’s grand plans.


Chess’s thoughts stayed with Box a little longer. ‘Who are you?’ she whispered. For most of her life, she had believed that Box was Splinter’s twin brother. Now she knew he couldn’t be. But in her heart, he remained her brother.


Sensory data from the city streamed back: tyres squealing, the dead thump of a head on a car bumper, a small body cast up and thudding back onto the road, slack as rags. A scream. A crowd. Tears. One knife through a life in a city that lacerated itself a thousand times every day.


Chess’s pain flashed into anger and the anger was hard to contain. It was this anger that made her want to end everything. The winter sky cracked and electricity burst white over the city.


‘No, Chess.’ Balthazar looked up, worried and puzzled at the same time, not knowing what had happened but sensing Chess’s sudden rage. ‘Not this way, Chess. This is what they want. This is all it takes.’


And this was all it took. One burst of rage and the sky broke. If she let go. If she dared to unleash the cataclysm of dark energy that wanted to be unleashed . . .


‘Too much pain,’ was all that Chess could say. Her veins burnt with fury and she tried to control it. During those months in the warp station, the Symmetry had pumped her so full of raw energy, energy from pain, energy from suffering, that sometimes she was left clutching at sanity with her bare nails.


Then she felt a brawny arm, warm and heavy, across her shoulders, and Balthazar was standing beside her. ‘Life is neither fair nor simple,’ he intoned, his voice a sonorous buzz, soothing the inside of her head. ‘Understanding that is the beginning of understanding the universe.’


‘Universes,’ muttered Chess, and Behrens’s words returned to her, words uttered minutes before she had destroyed him.


The universe is broken.


Behrens might have been an Inquisitor, one of the five masters of the Twisted Symmetry, but he had been right about that. This was why the Symmetry wanted her: to restore the universes to a state of perfect nothingness. And now, after all that she had seen, all that she had absorbed, Chess understood. It might mean the end of everything, for everyone, apart from the Symmetry, but it would be so simple. So painless.


And if she didn’t do what the Symmetry wanted?


A crowd was gathering: paramedics, tubes, a stretcher. But the little girl’s body was in a place beyond the power of paramedics.


‘So much is broken.’ Chess shrugged away Balthazar’s arm, even though it had felt firm; safe. ‘What am I meant to do? I mean, if I can do anything, what do I actually do?’


‘You do what you can,’ replied Balthazar Broom. ‘That is all that any of us can do.’


Chess nodded. ‘Nice theory,’ she murmured. Then she heard him sigh, his broad chest expanding and falling inside the ill-fitting dinner jacket.


‘For my part, it is enough that you are my friend.’ He leant on his staff. ‘You have already saved me.’ She saw how he glanced at the back of the hand which grasped the staff, and she saw how the skin was wrinkled and spotted with age. ‘This may be inevitable,’ he muttered, studying the swift assault of time upon his body, ‘but it was you who gave me back a life.’


For a moment there was a warm closeness between them. But moments like this were only moments. Bursts of sound and flashes of movement from across the city flickered through her mind and then Chess’s mind fixed on what it had been searching for: a broiling hatred, festering within the city.


Hello, Chess.


Out there, in the crowded, rushing, diesel-smogged soul of the city, a beggar-man swathed in pus-sodden bandages giggled into a pool of his own suppuration. She saw him. Only Chess saw him. And he looked back and saw her. He giggled and stuck out a tongue that crawled with maggots.


I could destroy you, thought Chess.


Go on then, sneered the Inquisitor, Snargis. Destroy me. And what will you save? A world full of this.


A mortuary. A sheet over cold stone, draping a body so small it barely made an impression.


See? Snargis chuckled. And what have you done to stop this? Nothing. And you do nothing because you know. You know the great pointlessness of it all. Yellow bubbles of sputum popped across his lips as the Inquisitor slurped out laughter. Destroying me saves nothing. This universe is sick. The universe is broken. Only we offer an eternity of peace. You and us, Chess. Peace forever. No more pain. No more suffering. How can that be wrong?


How could that be wrong?


She felt Balthazar’s arm tight about her shoulders.


‘We should go. Now,’ he said. He didn’t know what was happening but he knew that the darkness was clutching at Chess. ‘I have kept you up here too long.’


‘I can’t even fight them, Balthazar.’ Chess clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms until the pain cleared her thoughts. ‘If I did fight, if I let go, I don’t think I’d ever stop, and that’s what they want. Whatever I do, they win.’ She shivered. It was cold, standing on the top of the CREX tower, staring into space. She rubbed her eyes. ‘You go, please. Just leave me for a bit. I want to think before everything starts.’


Balthazar glanced over to the radio mast which needled high from the roof of the tower.


‘Thanks for being here, Balthazar.’ Chess smiled, eyes half shut against the wind. ‘Sometimes I feel as if I’m on my own.’


‘You’re not on your own, Chess.’ Balthazar shivered. ‘I feel the cold more, now I’m becoming an old man.’


‘You’re not an old man. Well, not quite yet. But I am as good as on my own. Being stuck with Captain Riley . . .’ Chess sighed. ‘He’s OK, but . . .’


‘He’s one of the Committee’s top agents.’


Balthazar was right about that. Captain Riley was meant to be a police officer, a crasher, but actually he was a commander of the Charitable Operations Executive, an elite force who carried out high-level military operations for the Committee. But Balthazar had made it sound as if it was a privilege for Chess to be secured under the same roof as Captain Riley and his family.


‘Come on, Balthazar. Ethel’s only stuck me with him for the Committee’s benefit. So an eye can be kept on me.’


‘Captain Riley’s a good man, Chess. He’s risked his life for you more than once.’


Chess sighed hopelessly. ‘I know that.’ Now she felt bad for not saying the right things about him. How could she do anything when she couldn’t even use words properly?


‘No, listen,’ said Balthazar, more insistent than usual. ‘Ever since the Symmetry gave the Endgame order, Captain Riley has been a prime target. But we can’t afford to lose him, so I imagine that Mevrad is relying upon you to keep an eye on him.’


Even if he was a crasher, Captain Riley and his family had been kind to her, not treated her like a street rat or a ticking bomb.


‘Me look out for him?’ She bit her lip. She was meant to be with him now. She had broken away from Captain Riley and his family and Trick, who had come along to be near to Chess, once they had started shopping. She had come here to spend time with Balthazar, away from everything else. It had never occurred to her that she had a job to do.


And right now, the Symmetry were entering the city.


How can I get things so wrong? She dug her nails into her palms as she remembered how Splinter had always told her that she got things wrong.


‘You had better find the Captain and his family.’ Balthazar was at the foot of the radio mast. Chess knew that at its top there was a gap, a dimensional hole hundreds of metres wide, that no human could see. But to those who knew of its existence, it was a simple way of entering the vortex.


Balthazar began to climb. Halfway up, staff in hand, he looked down at her and shouted, ‘I trust you, Chess. I believe in you.’ The wind spun his words away.


She watched him go; vanish, not into the darkness but into space.


‘Don’t,’ she whispered into the night.


It was time to find Captain Riley. But before that, she had to make time for something else.


You do what you can, Balthazar had said.


Chess stepped back into the time-space the city had occupied twenty minutes before. Messing with time was dangerous; it unravelled the fabric of certainty. But if the universes were on the verge of ending, who cared about twenty minutes?


She was in the street. A man and a little girl were walking towards her. Already, the little girl was pulling away, eyes caught by something which glinted at her in the road. Chess could hear the car approaching: too fast.


‘Look.’ Chess stopped the little girl, squatted, and held open her hand. Big eyes looked and blinked seriously at the light which sparkled around Chess’s fingers: a trick, a silly piece of rogue physics. It was nothing.


I could as easily raze this city, thought Chess.


‘Hey,’ shouted the man, stamping back to where his daughter had been distracted by the girl in the leather jacket and jeans. His hand closed on his daughter’s shoulder and he pulled her close, eyes hard on Chess: accusing.


‘Don’t go talking to strangers.’ The advice might have been for the little girl, but he glared at Chess.


Out in the road, a car with a dirty bumper sped by, too fast.


Chess stood and raked the wild curls from her face.


‘The city’s a dangerous place, baby,’ said the man to the little girl, and he chaperoned her away from Chess and into the crowds.


Chess closed her eyes and saw the putrid-fleshed bodies oozing into the city-sphere.


‘You have no idea,’ she whispered.




[image: image]


For the second time that evening, Trick thought she saw the floor ripple. She squatted to inspect it more closely: linoleum tiles smudged with the wheel tracks of supermarket trolleys. One of the fluorescent ceiling lights flickered, so maybe that was why she had thought there was movement. And anyway, floors didn’t move: not unless there was an earthquake. She closed her eyes and concentrated on where her feet were planted. No tremors. So, no earthquake.


‘Trick? Are you OK?’


Trick remained squatting with her eyes closed for long enough to let Mrs Riley know that she wasn’t in charge of her. Even though Captain Riley and Mrs Riley had let her live with them, and even though they had bought her trainers and a new pair of tracksuit bottoms, and even though they didn’t treat her like a scummy little street rat, it was important not to let them think they were in charge of her.


‘What?’ grunted Trick, standing slowly and looking up the aisle under knitted brows.


‘Come on,’ shouted Jasper, who was eight. Trick ignored him.


‘Come on, Trick,’ insisted Oliver and he grinned at her. He was eleven, a year older than she was. Even though he was a jack, just like his brother and his mum and dad, just like most other people in the city, she liked him. But she didn’t want him to know that, so she followed the Rileys very slowly, trailing some distance behind.


Half watching for any movement from the floor, Trick’s eyes followed Mrs Riley. Mrs Riley was kind but not soft and her hair was browny-red, so it was a bit like Trick’s hair.


‘You’ve got beautiful hair,’ Mrs Riley had told her when she’d made Trick have the first bath of her life. And the first hair-wash. She had said her hair was as beautiful as burnished copper. Trick wasn’t sure what ‘burnished’ meant but she liked the sound of the words.


‘Beautiful as burnished copper,’ she repeated to herself, enjoying the pop of the letters from her lips.


But no amount of washing could scrub away the barbed-wire tattoo down her cheek. Trick touched it now, idly. It was the only thing her parents had left her. She kicked the sole of her trainer into the floor to see if it would make a mark. It would have been better if they’d left her with nothing.


‘White or brown?’


Trick looked up the aisle to Mrs Riley and shrugged.


‘White,’ decided Jasper.


‘Brown,’ countered Oliver. Mrs Riley took a loaf and dropped it into her shopping trolley between two baguettes and a row of bean tins. ‘Brown is better.’ She did her nice, practical smile.


Nobody else is shopping.


The thought made Trick look about to see if what her senses told her was right. Her senses were good at this. You couldn’t survive in the press and slum of the city if you couldn’t smell crowds, feel the heat of eyes, hear the beat of silence.


Nobody else was shopping.


She scratched her head and meandered to the central aisle and then walked down it quite quickly, scanning the lanes which branched off. Her footsteps were loud. The cash tills were unmanned. On the outside of the huge front windows where the night was thick, the lattice metal shutters were down.


We’ve been shut in.


Trick cleared her throat. ‘We’ve been shut in,’ she croaked, turning on the spot to look for Captain Riley. Captain Riley was a crasher, a police officer: well, in everyday life he was, but Trick knew that he was actually one of the Committee’s top agents. She guessed that was why she’d been sent to live with him. The Twisted Symmetry had given something called the Endgame order, which meant that they were going to assassinate people who got in their way. Ethel had said that Trick was in danger too, so Captain Riley had been looking after her. And Chess had been staying with them as well, although Chess didn’t need any looking after. But Captain Riley wasn’t here now and neither was Chess.


Trick swallowed and her throat was so dry it made her ears ache. The strip lights hummed and flickered.


‘Trick?’


There was a raw edge to Mrs Riley’s voice. Trick’s breathing quickened.


Then louder: ‘Trick?’


Trick’s fingers hooked into the hole-riddled jumper she wore. They had made her wear shoes and new trousers but she had clung onto her old jumper, and she clung onto it now.


‘Don’t cry,’ she snapped at herself, as she blinked her hot eyes. Chess wouldn’t cry. Thinking of Chess made her feel better.


‘Trick!’ Mrs Riley’s voice was followed by the stamp of swiftly moving shoes and then she emerged two or three aisles away, still pushing the trolley. Oliver and Jasper were close behind. Trick saw that Jasper was holding his mother’s hand.


‘Trick, we need to get . . . to leave.’


When people spoke slowly, as if nothing was wrong, you knew that things were really bad.


‘What’s wrong?’ asked Trick.


‘I think we’ve been locked in. By mistake, I’m sure.’ Mrs Riley did a bright smile that made Trick feel worse.
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