




[image: image]







What the critics say about THE BAD TUESDAYS:



‘An excellent page turner that positively hurtles along, brimming with menace and plot twists’


Daily Telegraph


‘A brisk, event-filled fantasy’


Sci-Fi Online


‘An impressive debut … that brings magic, fantasy and science together’


The Big Issue


‘Very well written and consistently gripping’


Carousel


‘Exciting and pacy, but with a great deal of thought and thematic depth’


thebookbag.com


‘An exciting read with lots of action’


Teen Titles


‘Fast-paced inventive writing with original plot involving strange creatures and weird science, it’s guaranteed to satisfy the hunger of voracious readers everywhere’


Julia Eccleshare, lovereading.com



‘Older readers will be gripped by this gritty, urban, fantasy adventure’



TBK magazine




Also in this series …


1: Twisted Symmetry


2: Strange Energy


3: Blood Alchemy


Visit …


www.thebadtuesdays.co.uk





[image: figure]






To Betty and Bertha






[image: figure]



The girl hung, suspended in the air, arms outstretched, cruciform. A pillar of blue smoke spiralled up from the floor to each wrist, as if drawing her arms apart. Her heels dangled loosely, a metre above the floor tiles. Her chin rested on her chest, silver-yellow curls slewn over her face. She was eleven years old. She had been eleven years old for one hundred and fifty-eight years, ever since Julius had found her. Her name was Samphire and she was a Blood Sentinel.


As footsteps snapped towards her, the girl lifted her head and peered into the gloom of the huge library. The candle-faint security lights on the wall barely broke the dark cliff-faces of the shelves that loomed across the room, almost to the high glass roof. The walls were constructed of reinforced glass too, but tonight it was impossible to see by the illumination of the adjacent tower blocks. Curtains of rain swung out of the sky, slashing across the roof and about the glass walls. Up here, forty glass and steel floors above the city streets, Samphire might as well have been out at sea.


‘I did not expect the three of us to meet again,’ said the man in the beige overcoat. His thighs were level with Samphire’s feet but he was not speaking to her; he did not even look at her. The shoulders and back of his coat were soaked, and water dripped from it to the floor, gathering in a pool about his black, patent leather shoes. He removed a trilby, smacked rainwater from it and ran a hand through his slick, steel hair.


‘Three of us?’ queried the woman in the scarlet, plastic coat, who approached from the shadows. ‘You didn’t say that Tethys would be coming.’


‘Oriana,’ crooned Fenley Ravillious, chairman of the CREX Corporation, the Twisted Symmetry’s earthly crime network, and one of the Twisted Symmetry’s twelve Crystal Priests; their most powerful human servants. ‘How could you expect me to attend without my daughter?’


‘Daughter?’ The woman in the scarlet coat drew closer, stiletto heels stabbing the floor, brown hair tied back in a tight bun, high, porcelain cheeks flushed: Dr Oriana Lache, a director of CREX, admired globally for her charitable work, but no less a Crystal Priest than Fenley Ravillious. ‘That freak you call a daughter isn’t even human.’


‘She came from me, in part.’ Fenley Ravillious permitted his tawny, parchment face to crack a slight smile. ‘That is human enough.’ He looked up at Samphire and the Blood Sentinel’s lustrous green eyes shone back, despite the pain in her arms.


Fenley Ravillious sniffed. ‘You were right to call me, Oriana.’ His voice crackled with self-assured power. ‘The Committee’s assassins must be handled with care.’ He smiled up at the Blood Sentinel, pitifully. ‘Yet they never learn; always the Committee seek to thwart the Symmetry in our quest for eternal life.’


‘Quest for universal death, more like,’ interjected Samphire.


Ravillious ignored her totally. ‘And always, they fail. But nevertheless, they must be handled with care. They are … slippery.’


‘Soo Chen is dead.’ Oriana tossed the words at Ravillious, waiting to see the reaction. ‘A Crystal Priest like us, Fenley, and now she is dead.’


‘I know. Very unfortunate. For her. Doubtless the work of the Committee. Now the Inquisitors are seeking a successor for Behrens, seeking a fresh Inquisitor, all of us are targets. After all, the obvious candidate will be a Crystal Priest, one of our twelve.’ He coughed neatly as he corrected his mistake. ‘Or should I say, in the light of Soo Chen’s demise, eleven.’


‘But the assassin used a Jericho bean.’ Dr Lache’s high voice quavered slightly.


‘How very unpleasant, for Soo Chen,’ purred the chairman of CREX.


‘That’s not what I mean, Fenley. The Committee’s assassins don’t use Jericho beans.’ Dr Lache straightened her elegant shoulders. ‘But the Symmetry’s do.’


‘Then we must all be very careful, Oriana,’ smiled Fenley Ravillious. ‘After all, the stakes are now extremely high. I like to think that we can trust one another, but who knows what someone might do to seize the opportunity created by Behrens’s destruction?’


His head cocked to one side as he caught the soft footsteps that approached from the murk. ‘Ah good, here comes my daughter.’


A hooded figure padded out of the long throat of the library, black skiing jacket shining wet. In front of Ravillious, the figure stopped, pulled back the hood and lowered her head, allowing her father to cup her gaunt cheeks between his hands and tilt her broad white brow forwards so that he could kiss it. Then she turned her wide face towards Dr Lache and stared, unblinking.


Dr Lache regarded the chalk skin stretched so tight over bone that the purple veins beneath stood clear as a dissection, the thin strands of oily black hair that clung to the scalp like weeds, the big, soulless eyes with drilling violet irises, and she stifled a shudder.


‘Hello, Tethys,’ said the doctor.


Tethys stared back and said nothing.


‘With the passing of Soo Chen, eleven Crystal Priests remain.’ As Fenley Ravillious spoke, Dr Lache noted the way that his eyes caught his daughter’s and, not for the first time, she sensed that thoughts passed between them which remained unknown to her. ‘Of those eleven, only three have the capacity to replace Behrens.’ Ravillious turned his eyes on Dr Lache now. ‘You, me and Keppler.’ He shook his head as if sad. ‘I would have included Soo Chen, but for her unfortunate demise. Of course, you and I both had the chance to please our masters with a gift of the girl, Chess Tuesday. But we both failed.’


‘She was very hard to catch,’ insisted the doctor, her high cheeks reddening. ‘She is sly. And she is powerful.’ Her voice dropped, catching hoarsely. ‘She killed Behrens.’ Ravillious’s contemptuous gaze spurred her on. ‘You and your traders couldn’t catch her. Not even the Symmetry’s own forces could catch her, and the Sentinels are watching over her now. Time is running out and the Inquisitors are doing nothing.’


‘Be careful, Oriana.’ Ravillious’s lizard eyes narrowed. ‘Our masters don’t welcome criticism.’ He smiled dangerously. ‘Perhaps I have more faith in them than you do. It is true that the girl has evaded them thus far. She has created problems. The destruction of the cerebral torus by Miss Tuesday and her gang of delinquents has been … inconvenient. Without the brain to assist in the transport of children, energy cannot be harvested as it has been before.’ Ravillious waved his hand dismissively. ‘But this is not an insurmountable problem. The Symmetry has vast stockpiles of energy. Nine months from now, the time spiral will reach the fifth node. Then we shall see how the Inquisitors bend the girl to their will.’


‘But how will they get her?’ Dr Lache’s neatly defined jaw muscles clenched with frustration.


‘I think you will find that where Chess Tuesday is concerned, the Inquisitors have adopted a fresh strategy.’ Ravillious raised a hand to Samphire’s foot. ‘Brute force is not the only way to obtain what we want.’ He rested his nails where the Sentinel’s bare ankle emerged from her jeans, and stroked them across her skin. ‘We must learn from our mistakes. It would have been better to coordinate our efforts. Being in competition with one another is unhelpful.’


‘Which is why I let you know we had caught this assassin.’ Dr Lache studied the hanging girl as if seeing her for the first time. ‘We had reports that she was on her own and moving through the city.’ The doctor’s long fingers adjusted her horn spectacles, then touched the short necklace she wore at her throat. They brushed over the silvery pendant cast in the shape of a C with three minute stars at its centre, the symbol of the CREX Corporation; the symbol which appeared on the ring worn by Ravillious and also on the ring worn by Tethys.


‘We observed her enter the Institute building and make her way up here, to the library. She thought she went unseen.’ Dr Lache looked directly at Samphire. ‘But we see everything.’ She indicated the smoking columns which bound Samphire’s wrists. ‘Satisfied that she was alone, I summoned the xenrian gaolers.’


‘Very wise,’ agreed Ravillious. ‘It is always safest to lock the subatomic structure of these pan-dimensional creatures; to prevent them from slipping away.’ He regarded Samphire thoughtfully. ‘What were you looking for, I wonder? What brought you to the CREX Research Institute? There are so many books in this city, and so many libraries, I wonder why our little assassin was sent to steal here?’


‘I am not an assassin.’ Samphire’s voice was as clear as spring water.


‘Of course not,’ Ravillious croaked in mock-sympathy. ‘You are a Blood Sentinel. Your blood has been mixed with the blood of that misguided and mildly sociopathic immortal, Julius, and now you fight, nobly, to defend the universe. But you see, my little paladin,’ and here Ravillious motioned towards the twisting, vaporous gaolers, ‘your good deeds invariably end in the death of one of our brethren.’ The blue smoke shrank so quickly that Samphire’s knees slammed to the floor. Now she was kneeling before the three Crystal Priests. ‘It is all about point of view. And from our point of view, you are one of the villains.’


Rain swirled about the tower, thrashing the glass. In every direction, the rest of the city was a spattered blur of pin-prick lights.


‘There are two pieces of information we require.’ Fenley Ravillious rested a hand on Samphire’s curls. She moved to push it away, but the smoking coils of the xenrian gaolers held her wrists fast. Inside her body, the gaolers infiltrated her sub-atomic fields, preventing her from shifting through the dimensions, to a time or place away from her captors.


‘First, you will tell us what you were looking for. You are Julius’s pet thief. That is why he recruited you. We would like to know what it is that has so aroused the Committee’s interest.’ The Crystal Priest’s well manicured hand slipped under Samphire’s chin, wrenching it up so that she had to look at him. ‘And, second, you will tell us where Julius is to be found. You will tell us where he walks alone, where he sleeps, where he is most vulnerable. A gift of his body to the Inquisitors would be of immense assistance to me,’ and, after the briefest of hesitations, he added, ‘as doubtless it would be to Dr Lache.’


‘I will tell you …’


‘Nothing, I know,’ interrupted Fenley Ravillious, wearily. He turned his back on Samphire and walked into the shadows contemplatively, shoes smudging the pool of rainwater that had collected from his sodden coat. ‘It is often the case that nobody says anything, until we make them.’


‘I won’t feel the pain.’ Samphire’s eyes glittered in the half-light. ‘My neurotransmitters …’


‘Can be blocked by your own will, I know, I know,’ murmured Ravillious, ‘which is why we have had to think creatively.’


Dr Lache opened the small handbag that was slung from her shoulder and took out a syringe.


‘Please, doctor, tell the assassin what we shall use.’ Ravillious returned from the shadows, a hint of a frown creasing his brow. He cast a glance at Tethys who then looked about the yawning darkness of the library before closing her eyes.


‘Dream,’ explained the doctor, ‘is a potent, psychotropic drug.’


‘Which means it plays tricks on the mind,’ interrupted Ravillious. ‘Apologies, Oriana. Please, continue.’


‘Obviously, in its pure form, it is illegal. But, as part of CREX’s pharmaceutical enterprise, it is manufactured and distributed globally, on a massive scale. It assists us in our work. No government that knows about it objects; how could they?’ The doctor allowed herself one of her sparse smiles. ‘There is too much money to be made.’


‘It is the principal ingredient in a number of lawful medicines,’ observed Ravillious. ‘It would be foolish for the authorities to object to the mass production of Dream. It would be inhumane of them.’


Oriana Lache weighed the syringe in her open palm. ‘The primary effect of Dream is to induce and enhance delusions; the user will be convinced that their desires, their fears, their beliefs are true, however ludicrous. Give enough to a beggar and he will believe he is a billionaire; his rags will be robes, his fingernails, gold coins.’ Dr Lache held the syringe and squirted a tiny jet of clear liquid into the air. ‘I believe that in this way, CREX actually increases the sum total of happiness in the world.’


‘Is that a delusion?’ asked Samphire, eyes sparkling innocently.


‘I would kill her. Slowly.’ Tethys spoke in a voice that was lifeless, cold as a morgue.


‘Not now, child.’ Ravillious placed a hand over his daughter’s arm. ‘Not yet.’


Rainwater swirled over the roof and gushed down the glass walls, patterning the inside of the glass library with an aquarium glimmer.


‘One side-effect of Dream is that it loosens the mind, loosens the tongue.’ The needle approached Samphire’s neck, just above the collar of her black bomber jacket. ‘This is a heavy dose. In less than a minute, you will tell us whatever we want to know. You will want to tell us. You will beg to betray your friends.’


Samphire’s struggle showed only in her eyes; her body was held rigid. She could not avoid the tip of the needle.


Ravillious moistened his lips. Tethys’s face remained blank, but she twitched her head, as if catching a sound in the distance. Then she said, ‘Be quick,’ and in answer to her father’s quizzical glance, ‘Maybe. Maybe.’


But when the needle was almost touching Samphire’s skin, Oriana Lache’s arm began to tremble and the doctor stared at it, jaw working, head shaking.


‘I … can’t … move … my arm,’ she gasped. ‘Something’s got hold of it.’


As Oriana Lache worked to move her arm, a large hand materialised on her wrist. With the hand there appeared an arm and then the rest of a body. Now, where there had been empty space beside the doctor, there stood a giant of a man. His head was crowned by short, carroty hair and his thick, ginger beard foamed down to the chest of his denim dungarees. In one hand he held a great staff of wood, shod with iron and in the other, Dr Lache’s wrist.


‘Ragg!’ snarled Fenley Ravillious. ‘I knew it.’


Tethys opened her eyes wide and the violet irises flamed. Instantly, a bookcase spun from its moorings and hurtled towards the man with the ginger beard.


‘Wait!’ Ravillious snapped at his daughter, and the bookcase toppled to the floor as if it had been dropped, books and journals spraying into the air like playing cards.


Slowly, Ravillious smiled at the man who had hold of Dr Lache’s wrist. ‘Is this it?’


From behind the wooden, double doors that spanned floor to ceiling at the far end of the library chamber, there came the roar of an engine. It rose in pitch, high throttle, then cut dead.


‘Let go,’ hissed Oriana Lache. But the giant with the ginger hair manacled her arm in his rock grip.


Footsteps approached the double doors and then, with a crash of splintering wood, the panels burst apart and a dwarf in a half-shell motorbike helmet and toting a pump-action shotgun was outlined in the gaping doorway. His shadow reached to the centre of the library, pointing towards the Crystal Priests. Behind him stood a motorbike, glinting like a chrome skeleton.


Dr Lache was panting slightly from her struggle with the man in the dungarees, but Fenley Ravillious surveyed the rescue party coolly. ‘Two Blood Sentinels? Only two?’ He unbuttoned his overcoat so that it hung loose, and cast his trilby to the floor. ‘You’re sweating, Ragg. I don’t suppose you expected me or my daughter to be here.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Poor planning, Ragg, poor planning.’


‘We have come for Samphire,’ said Ragg, whose voice was mellower than might have been expected from his giant frame.


‘You don’t say?’ Ravillious smoothed back his sleek hair, then cracked his fingers. His eyes met his daughter’s and although she was motionless as stone, the veins beneath her translucent skin darkened and pulsed. Then he turned his flint eyes back on the ginger-bearded hulk. ‘Are you ready to die, Vladivostok Ragg?’


Ragg’s skin was waxy, with florid blotches on his forehead and cheeks. It was covered by a sheen of sweat that darkened his fringe and plastered it flat. ‘On this occasion, we might all withdraw, like a truce, if you order the gaolers to release Samphire.’


‘Really?’ Ravillious flicked a speck of dust from his shirt cuff. ‘Enlighten me, Vladivostok Ragg, what exactly do we get out of this ambitious proposition?’


From the end of the library came the sound of a shotgun being cocked.


As Ragg shouted, ‘Jake. No!’ the dwarf growled, ‘Damage.’


Up swung the nose of the gun and it flashed with a roar.


Tethys jerked her head towards the discharge, closed her eyes and held up her palms, fingers spread. The air rippled between the dwarf and the Priests, swallowing the spray of pellets. At the same time, Vladivostok Ragg swung Dr Lache like a doll, away from Samphire. The doctor wheeled through the air towards the nearest block of shelves, but before her body struck them, it stopped upside down and then righted itself, descending gracefully, stilettos first, syringe still in hand.


Feeling into the air with her other hand, the doctor tore the space in front of Ragg so that the Blood Sentinel started to slide into a cross-dimensional gap that shouldn’t have been there. His free hand dived to his boot and he snatched out a knife. He flung it through the air and it thumped through the doctor’s hand, pinning it to the bookcase and breaking her concentration. By the time she had pulled it free and organised the anatomy so as to repair the damage, Ragg had climbed back from the vortex.


The shotgun was blasting as the biker dwarf advanced. Tethys neutralised it by setting up a vectral loop, which cast the incoming shot away in an arc. The deflected pellets smashed into the library walls, cartridge after cartridge, pane after pane, the glass crashing down like immense walls of frost.


Ravillious focused his attention on Ragg. Reconfiguring the molecular structure of the air immediately in front of him so that it remained transparent but became as impenetrable as granite, he protected himself from gunshot. Simultaneously, he sought to divide the spatial matrix between the giant man and the glass wall of the library. He knew that Blood Sentinels operated mainly by speed and skill. They possessed some dimensional control but it was nothing compared with that by which the Inquisitors gifted their Priests. By distorting the time-space fabric through which Ragg moved, Ravillious planned to disorientate him. Then he and Tethys, or Dr Lache, could strike fatally. The crystal knife felt cold against his skin, through the silk of his shirt.


But Ragg was a seasoned adversary and however Fenley Ravillious tried to confuse him by twisting the floor, heaving down the roof, blotting out space, swallowing segments of time, the Blood Sentinel moved in perfect anticipation of the Crystal Priest’s distortions, hurdling the dissolving fabric of the library and diving through the time gaps he opened.


Samphire watched as the glass shell of the library vanished about her, blown away by the shotgun barrage, bent out of existence by Ravillious in his efforts to confuse Vladivostok Ragg. Rain stormed down, lashing the naked chamber, soaking her through her clothes and whirring about the dissolving walls as the Blood Sentinels and the Crystal Priests battled, high in the city night.


Then she saw Oriana Lache collapse the distance between Vladivostok Ragg and the shattered outer wall of the library, sending the big man tumbling towards it, and she realised that simultaneously, Ravillious was re-plotting the geometric coordinates of the section of the floor to which he was sliding, tilting it steeply, removing the last traces of any wall. Unable to right himself against the coordinated chaos of the Crystal Priests, Ragg slid towards the edge of the floor, towards the drop.


‘No!’ screamed Samphire. This was not the plan. This had gone wrong. Badly wrong. ‘Jake!’ she yelled to the Gun Toting Biker Dwarf.


Jake was down to his last cartridge, but he needed only one. He had thrown so much lead at Tethys that he had been able to gauge the exact trajectory of the vectral loop; he could judge exactly how his shot would be thrown off-course. He pumped the final cartridge into the breach and aimed not at Tethys, but into the space five metres to her left.


The gun barked and the ball of shot swirled in a tight arc, caught by the loop. It hurtled in, behind Tethys, striking her right shoulder. She spun to the floor, clutching at the wound with her left hand.


Jake couldn’t help Ragg, whose body was tumbling over the high lip of the tower, but he could finish this job before the Crystal Priest healed herself. Throwing away the shotgun, he took up a long shard of glass from where it lay on the wet floor.


Ragg slid into the air, two hundred and fifty metres above the streets. But to Samphire’s surprise, he didn’t fall.


‘No!’ Ravillious commanded Jake, whilst holding Ragg’s body in suspension in the night sky.


Nobody moved. Everybody watched. The rain coursed down, soaking them all as they stood amidst the remains of the library.


‘Let Tethys heal herself,’ said the Crystal Priest, ‘and I shall return Ragg to you.’


A musical box tune rang faintly in the silence. Everybody turned to look at Oriana Lache.


‘It might be important,’ she said to Ravillious.


He sighed heavily. ‘Go on.’


Everybody waited as Dr Lache extracted a silver mobile phone from her handbag. She flicked a loose strand of brown hair away from her face as she spoke into the device. ‘What? … A burglar? … A boy? No, no, don’t kill him, Boulevant. Not yet. I can always find a use for children … I don’t care how sneaky he looks. I’ll deal with him when I get back home … Alright, kill him if he tries, but only if he tries; I enjoy administering the last rites myself.’


She snapped shut the phone. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered to Ravillious, flicking away wet hair again.


Jake dropped to a knee, the jagged glass against Tethys’s throat. Tethys didn’t flinch, although the veins in her skull-face pulsed harder, the strands of black hair drawn flat and meagre as squiggles across her white scalp. He nodded towards the body, suspended in the air. ‘Ragg first. Then free Samphire.’


‘Step back.’ Ravillious waited until Jake had backed away from Tethys before he closed the gap between Vladivostok Ragg and the edge of the tower. The huge Blood Sentinel rolled onto the floor with a gasp.


‘Samphire,’ repeated Jake. He could see that already, Tethys had reconstructed her shattered shoulder. She looked up at her father who, in turn, glanced at Dr Lache. Dr Lache strode to where Ravillious stood, an arm’s length from Samphire.


‘I release her,’ said Ravillious with a click of his fingers, and the xenrian gaolers vanished. Samphire, who had been unbowed until now, gave a sob and fell onto her hands. Water ran down her hair in streams.


Ragg noticed Tethys nod towards her father, saw the Crystal Priest slip his hand inside his shirt.


‘I release her,’ whispered Ravillious, ‘into eternity.’


Vladivostok Ragg started forwards. But Tethys and Dr Lache had already grasped Samphire’s arms, pulling them apart again. The crystal knife thudded home, deep into Samphire’s chest. It was withdrawn swift as a snake strike, leaving a wound that cut through time and space and from which there could never be escape.


As the Blood Sentinels dashed forwards, the Crystal Priests backed away in a knot; Lache, pale and hard, Tethys blank, Ravillious with lips curled, triumphant.


‘No,’ grunted Jake, gripping Ragg’s wrist hard enough to pull him back from the Priests, despite their difference in size. ‘Samphire needs us.’


They turned to the girl, and Jake knelt beside her, propping up her limp body.


‘It’s so cold,’ Samphire was saying, eyelids heavy. ‘Cold to my bones.’


‘A feeble display,’ sneered Fenley Ravillious, flanked by Dr Lache and Tethys.


‘It wasn’t our best plan,’ coughed Samphire, and she smiled as her eyes closed.


‘It’s not over,’ Vladivostok Ragg shouted through the rain, staff in hand.


‘Oh, Mr Ragg,’ smiled Fenley Ravillious, tucking the crystal knife back inside his shirt, ‘I think it is.’ He smoothed back his hair and began to button his overcoat. ‘No human can stand against the Symmetry. No human can defeat their Priests; not even a Blood Sentinel.’


He put an arm about his stone-faced daughter’s fully repaired shoulder. ‘Go to your burglar, Oriana,’ and then, caustically, ‘I am sure you can handle one boy.’ He looked at the Blood Sentinels and the small body slumped at their feet and he smiled slowly before saying, ‘He will be no match for the Symmetry.’
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Oriana Lache stepped quickly across the deep carpet, throwing her scarlet coat onto a white sofa and releasing her long, brown hair so that she could squeeze the water out of it. With her back to the crackling wood fire, she was facing the window that filled one wall and gave a view over the lake. By day she would have been able to see the dark-green pine woods, reflected so sharply that it was difficult to tell where the trees ended and the water began. Even now, despite the downpour, a musk-honeyed catch of resin lay beneath the tang of burning wood and the subtler shades of her perfume. But out here, at the western edge of the forests known as the Lungs, beyond the western rim of the city, night enveloped the lake, trees, sky and earth in absolute blackness and transformed the huge window into a perfect mirror.


Head on one side as she squeezed, Dr Lache saw reflected the short, rotund figure of Boulevant, pistol in hand and, in front of the fire, a boy. He must have been about fifteen years old. His face was long and pale, sharply boned with eyes that required watching, and his hair was slick and black and tied in a ponytail. His hands were clasped behind his back.


‘Why are you gaping like a fish, Boulevant?’


After the trauma of fighting Blood Sentinels at the top of the CREX Institute, and the nerve-shearing tension of being near to Ravillious and his freakish progeny, she had no appetite for her companion’s breathless flapping. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t shoot him at once.’


This was said for effect. She had given Boulevant orders not to kill the intruder; the kick to be enjoyed by absorbing his energy herself was too great to forego by a quick death.


‘I was about to shoot him,’ flustered Boulevant, ‘but you came back. I’ve only just found him, snooping about.’


‘I wasn’t snooping about,’ said the boy, very calmly. ‘I was standing right here. I was waiting for you, Dr Lache.’


‘Be quiet,’ said Dr Lache, watching the boy in the night’s mirror. He was nearly as tall as she was. He should have been more frightened. But she was distracted by Boulevant’s ridiculous babbling.


‘What do you mean, “just found him”? You rang me, nearly an hour ago.’ Oriana Lache turned round now, winding her damp hair back onto her head, black dress wet from where it had been hanging.


Boulevant shook his flabby face, with its receding, curly grey hair and clown-like features. ‘Didn’t ring. Didn’t have time,’ he assured the doctor.


Dr Lache removed her spectacles, wiped condensation from the lenses with a tissue from the Juliette sleeve of her dress and sat down, crossing one stockinged leg over the other. ‘Somebody rang me.’


Boulevant shrugged, his yellow waistcoat rising up his neat, round hump of a belly. Then he pushed the pistol closer to the boy. ‘Shall I shoot?’


‘What’s your name?’ asked Dr Lache.


‘Thorne,’ said Splinter. He bowed slightly. ‘At your service.’


Dr Lache laughed sharply, unamused. ‘Hardly.’


Alone now, without his blockheaded twin brother, Box, or his selfish, deluded younger sister, Chess, Splinter was amidst the Twisted Symmetry and its servants. It was a deadly place to be, for an ordinary mortal, but Splinter had the vision to see that it was also a place of vast possibilities.


The destruction of the Inquisitor, Behrens, had created an opportunity; a Splinter-sized opportunity. However, he would have to be very careful; Splinter knew what people would do for the immense power this opportunity promised, and there were others who would want it, others who were better placed than he. This was a lethal game. It was vital not to reveal his hand; not yet. His competitors would be stronger than he was: reveal his ambitions too soon and they would wipe him out of existence in a blink. Things didn’t get any more lively than this.


But he was Splinter, the King of Rats: smart, mercenary, cunning. He could overcome any obstacle, however deadly, by his ruthless brilliance. And, by solid, meticulous planning.


And Splinter had planned this moment for months.


He had prepared for it with an ascetic devotion. He had lived rough in the woods, had observed the house and its occupants day and night, had given up his cherished old clothes as if parting with a hoard of trusted talismans and he had stolen fresh: a long, scuffed, brown leather trench coat, a black pullover and narrow, blue jeans. He had made himself wear boots. They were black and they felt too long, like boxes on his feet. He had dyed his hair from white to black and tied it in a ponytail to further change his appearance; he had even assumed a new name.


The coat was lined with pockets which he had sewn inside, just as his long-tailed morning coat had been before. The pockets contained his possessions: a box of matches, a knot of string, a pencil, five marbles, a set of lock picks, his switchblade, a bone-handled magnifying glass, a watchmaker’s screwdriver, a little wooden box that was actually a portable vortex, a die-sized triangular pyramid and a bottle of black ink which he used to colour his hair where the white showed through.


Day after day, Splinter had explored the ways through the reachings, the narrow pathways that webbed the eternal nothingness of the vortex. He could enter the vortex via the little wooden box that rested within one of the pockets he had sewn inside his long trench coat: a box that he had stolen months ago from the old hag, Ethel, the crackpot commander of that skew-brained, slash-dot, pathetic rabble called the Committee.


There was a logic to the reachings: sometimes. Partly by guesswork, partly by calculation, he could seek out ways that took him to particular places, or moments. But it was painstakingly slow and very dangerous. To be lost in the vortex was to be lost forever; one mistake could cost him eternity. And the reachings had a nasty habit of slipping, from time to time. But, after months of perilous exploration, Splinter’s brain contained a perfect map of a network that spread through the vortex to different times and places; a map that he needed if he was to find the right time and place.


And now, behind an impassive face, Splinter’s brain was busy, assessing, calculating. He knew that at any moment, Dr Lache could kill him, or worse. She had the power.


He should have been dead already. He didn’t know she had left the house; something unexpected must have come up; usually she was at home at this time. If she hadn’t returned when she did, the buffoon with the gun might have blown his head off. Judging by the way the gun was wobbling, he still might.


Splinter had no idea who had telephoned the doctor, but whoever it was, the call had brought her back just in time. And being just in time, being here at precisely the right time was a vital part of Splinter’s plan.


‘Children don’t usually break into my house,’ said Dr Lache, ‘although some have tried to escape.’ When the boy said nothing, she asked, ‘Do you know who I am, Thorne?’


At one end of the sparsely furnished room was a tall glass cabinet containing weights and chains and flywheels. Splinter recognised it as an elaborate variety of grandfather clock. A gentle clicking came from it as time passed.


‘I know who you are, Dr Lache,’ said Splinter.


‘And do you know what I am?’


‘You are a Crystal Priest,’ said Splinter, plainly and then he said, ‘A powerful Crystal Priest. But not the most powerful.’


He thought he would shatter the huge window as his body was swept from the floor and thrown towards it. But he passed through the glass without sound or impact and then he was hurtling upwards, faster and faster, higher and higher into the night sky. He went so fast that it seemed as if the black clumps of woods and the glistening lake were swooping down, away from him. Rain stung his face and neck and he could barely catch the air to breathe.


Somewhere between the clouds and the lake he stopped, long coat flapping in the gusting air, arms and legs crabbed as if he might stop himself from falling by clinging to the nothingness. The terror of dropping out of the sky was so great that his teeth chattered and his stomach felt as if it were collapsing.


‘Is this power enough, Thorne?’


Oriana Lache might have been speaking into his ear, so close and calm was her voice. ‘Should we go higher?’


‘No, no,’ jabbered Splinter, trying to control his juddering jaw, wondering how much time he had.


‘Or lower?’


Before he could answer the voice, he was plummeting down feet-first, coat trailing above him. It was just as if his body had been hurled at the water. The glistening blackness rushed at his kicking legs and the whistling air buffeted the breath from him. He tried not to scream. Maybe he would glide through the water like he had through the window.


The lake hit the back of his calves like a hurricane, scooping his legs from under him so fast that his head hit the surface in a smash of spray. Nose, mouth, eyes and ears were filled by the icy rush of water, stinging and blotting out every sense but the desperate need to breathe. His chest ached from the impact and he no longer knew whether he was head up or head down. But he knew he was sinking; not just sinking but being dragged down, or pushed: down so deep that his eardrums felt as if they would implode and his eyeballs burst.


Silt and weed. His fingers closed on the lake bottom and his body came to rest. If he gave in, if he filled his lungs with the deep waters of the lake, he could end this torture.


‘Is this power enough, Thorne?’


The voice nuzzled into his ringing, aching ears.


All he needed was a little more time. But he could hold out no longer. He had to breathe.


Again, space collapsed, flinging him up and out of the water and back into the room in Dr Lache’s house. Right next to the fire. Too close to the fire.


‘You’re wet, Thorne,’ stated Dr Lache. ‘You need to dry out.’


Water coursed from Splinter’s sodden hair and clothes as he tried to get up from his hands and knees, in front of the fireplace. But his body wouldn’t do what he wanted it to. Instead, he felt himself slipping over the carpet, closer to the snapping flames.


‘Maybe we just kill him now?’ ventured Boulevant, nervously, as if he could not face what would happen next.


‘There’s no need to hurry,’ explained Oriana Lache, standing and extending her long, graceful fingers towards the fire. ‘Go on, Thorne,’ she said to Splinter. ‘See how hot it is.’


Splinter’s face was inches from the nearest flames. The heat was scorching. He thought his eyeballs would boil and the skin curl from his face like burning paper. He tried to see the grandfather clock but his head was held rigid and his eyes were filled with a watery haze.


It had to be time.


‘How does power feel, Thorne?’


‘Release me,’ gasped Splinter, sweat bathing his face, the tendons in his neck rigid as cord as he strained to look up, into Dr Lache’s eyes. ‘Release me or I will have your nexal.’


And then he was sitting on the sofa, behind Dr Lache, his hair and clothes dry, and he was holding the fine chain that Dr Lache always wore about her neck.


The long, graceful fingers pressed against her naked throat, and she gasped, eyes wide.


‘Please, no, please,’ she begged.


Splinter laughed coldly.


‘Shall I use it?’ he asked.


‘Please, please give it back to me.’ Dr Lache was at Splinter’s feet, on her knees.


He held the silvery necklace aloft, allowing the fine links to trail over the edges of his hand like beads of water. The pendant with its C and three minute stars swung before the doctor’s imploring face.


Splinter leant out of the sofa, the necklace still held high, his face pushed right up to Oriana Lache’s.


‘Any time I want it,’ he whispered, ‘I can take it.’


Then he was back on all fours before the fire, the flames almost licking his skin.


‘Release me,’ he hissed. ‘Now.’


Dr Lache retreated, both hands rubbing at the necklace that was around her throat again. She slumped onto the sofa.


Splinter’s body was released and he rolled away. The side of his face was stinging and it was hot to touch, but he wasn’t burnt. Swaying slightly, he got to his feet.


‘Put the gun down,’ he ordered, his ice blue eyes nailed on Dr Lache.


‘Please, Boulevant.’ Dr Lache swallowed, wresting back her composure. ‘Please, put it down.’ She looked up at the tall, thin boy in the brown, leather trench coat, still dripping water. Breathing shallowly, she asked, ‘How?’


‘I can do things,’ announced Splinter, too menacing to be boastful. ‘Things that you cannot imagine.’


Splinter had known that if he was to survive the coming contest, he would have to make an impression and make it quickly: find a way of securing a foothold amongst his all-powerful competitors. That was why he had spent months picking his way through the vortex: world by world, inch by inch, second by second.


It had taken a mind-crunchingly perfect plotting of the reachings to open up one moment where he could come out of nowhere and snatch Dr Lache’s most precious possession before the moment closed and it would be like he had never been there. But he had done it, only days ago. He’d used the vortex to come out of a future moment for no more than ten seconds, and take the necklace by surprise, before vanishing again. So long as Dr Lache didn’t happen to check what the immediate future had in store, that moment would be waiting like a flashback. Or was it a flash forward? Either way, he then had to make sure that he was with Dr Lache when that moment happened. The timing had to be perfect. But he had managed it. Just. Breaking into her house to discover that she wasn’t there at the precise time he needed her to be there was a disaster. Whoever had phoned to call her back had kept him alive.


Dr Lache was staring up at him, waiting, considering her options maybe. It had taken months of preparation to get to this point. The King of Rats had used all his skill and artifice to steal a blink in time. He would not have such an opportunity again; events were moving too quickly. He had to press home his advantage, at once.


‘Any time I want it, I can take it,’ repeated Splinter. ‘Don’t you ever, ever forget that.’


‘But how?’ Dr Lache dared to remove her artistic fingers from the piece of jewellery but she didn’t take her eyes off Splinter.


‘I have certain skills,’ said Splinter. ‘And I have knowledge.’ Splinter knew all sorts of things. In particular, he knew all sorts of things about the Twisted Symmetry, its methods and its forces. When he had been marooned on Surapoor with that philosopher, pugilist and bug-eyed weirdo, Balthazar Broom, he had studied hard in Balthazar’s library. He had lavished weeks upon the Omnicon, the Book of All Things, which could reveal knowledge to anyone clever enough to use it. Balthazar, the fool, had said there were two such incredible books, but one of them was lost.


But Balthazar had been wrong. Splinter had used the fool’s Omnicon to discover where its sister volume was kept, a volume that would reveal secrets he desired.


‘I know, for example, that the nexal you wear is as precious to you as life.’ Splinter raised a hand like an accusing phantom and pointed at Dr Lache’s necklace. ‘I know that for every Crystal Priest it is their greatest strength,’ and now he revealed a smile like the blade of a knife, ‘and their greatest weakness.’


Splinter’s diligent researches had revealed to him the heart-source of the Twisted Symmetry’s most powerful human servants. When a human had distinguished himself or herself by cunning, mercilessness and a fanatical devotion to the Symmetry, it sometimes happened that the Inquisitors would reward them with a gift. The gift might take the shape of a ring, or a bracelet, or a necklace, but always the purpose of this gift, this nexal, was to create a link with the Inquisitors, enabling its human recipient to draw upon the Inquisitors’ massive power.


But Splinter saw how clever this was, how beautifully controlling, for what was given could always be taken away. So the Crystal Priests remained forever at the mercy of the Inquisitors.


And Splinter knew that for the time being at least, he was at the mercy of the Crystal Priests. The trick would be to make sure they didn’t realise that.


Dr Oriana Lache appeared to have regained her composure. She removed her spectacles, straightened her black dress and crossed one long leg over the other. But Splinter could see that behind the cool hazel eyes, the Crystal Priest’s mind was working as deviously as his own.


Rather primly, she said, ‘You are an unusual boy, Thorne.’


Splinter did not want her to relax too much. ‘Fenley Ravillious is planning to kill you.’ Hawk-eyed, he observed the response across the doctor’s poised face and body.


‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Her pupils contracted, her voice was working to maintain control; she made every effort to appear at ease.


Splinter could smell the fear seep out.


Silently he congratulated himself. It had been a good guess. But then again, it was more than a guess; it was knowledge, knowledge of the things people did for power. Of course the most powerful amongst the Crystal Priests would seek to replace Behrens. But there was space for only him. The competition would have to be destroyed. Splinter understood this; it was useful to him.


‘I am a thief,’ announced Splinter, surprised by the weightless sensation that came with speaking the truth.


‘Boulevant, fetch the boy a mug of cocoa.’ Oriana Lache danced her fingers towards the plump factotum who hovered about the fireplace. ‘And a towel perhaps? He is dripping.’


‘I’ll drink nothing, until you see how useful I am to you,’ said Splinter, causing Boulevant to stop as if the boy and the Crystal Priest were wresting his puppet strings from one another. ‘And don’t bother with the towel. It’s not my rug I’m dripping on.’


‘Maybe you would like a mug of cocoa, doctor?’ suggested the short, round man, fingers drumming on the belly of his yellow waistcoat, and an expression of tentative inquiry on his porcine chops.


‘Shut up, Boulevant,’ snapped Dr Lache. She turned back to Splinter and brushed her damp hair back so that it spread across the top of the sofa.


Splinter felt the room draw darker, the fire yellower and the doctor’s eyes grow brighter. Hot, intense, they locked into his.


‘Go on, Thorne.’ Her lips were pursed, suggesting a smile.


Splinter focused on her necklace. Looking into Oriana Lache’s eyes conjured diversions in his thoughts that were unhelpful.


‘I am able to move from one place to another, mostly unseen.’ He could feel the hot intensity of the doctor’s gaze, even if he wasn’t looking at her eyes. ‘I am able to steal things. Things like your nexal.’


Saying that seemed to break Dr Lache’s concentration because one hand rose to her throat and the fear sparked back into her eyes. Whatever thoughts had begun to creep into his mind, Splinter preferred things this way.


You must guard against distractions, warned one of the voices inside his head.


‘I can take your nexal any time I want,’ hissed Splinter, standing over the doctor. He enjoyed the way her eyes widened and her chest rose and fell sharply as her breathing quickened.


‘Please, please, no.’


Splinter’s hand was raised above his head as if it might actually swoop down and snatch the necklace. Yellow firelight haloed his tall form. Mouth agape, Boulevant looked from Oriana Lache to Splinter and back to Oriana Lache. His grip tightened on the pistol that dangled by his side.
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