

[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

Look out for . . .

4: The Nonsuch King

Visit . . .

www.thebadtuesdays.co.uk


[image: image]


Contents

[image: image]

Cover

Title

Copyright

Dedication

Praise

Also in this series ...

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two


AN ORION CHILDREN’S EBOOK

First published in Great Britain in 2010
by Orion Children’s Books.

This eBook first published in 2010
by Orion Children’s Books.

Copyright © Benjamin J. Myers 2010

The right of Benjamin J. Myers to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the copyright, designs and patents act 1988.

All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This ebook produced by Jouve, France

ISBN: 978 1 4440 0036 8

Orion Children’s Books
The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House
5 Upper St Martin’s Lane
London WC2H 9EA
An Hachette UK Company

www.orionbooks.co.uk


To my parents, Ted and Sybil


  CHAPTER 1
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The siren began to howl. This was the signal for the prison to start moving. Box flexed his arms. He knew that in moments he would be flung through the air.

‘Hold on, fly head,’ warned Splinter, threading his thin wrists into a pair of fabric straps that hung from the top of the metal cylinder.

‘Like I wouldn’t.’ Box cast a sullen glance at his twin brother before gripping a strap in either hand and winding his forearms into them. He hooked his feet into the rope that looped out of the floor. ‘This is because of you,’ he growled.

The cylinder was about five metres long and, standing on tiptoe, Box could touch the roof. At either end and in the middle it connected with other tubes so that it was part of a network. Through the portholes that peppered its sides like gaping bullet holes, he could see the cobalt blue sky, the pan-flat terracotta earth and this unending grid of pipes which spread in all directions.

The grid was suspended high above the ground by pylons. Mechanical, pincered arms elbowed up and out of the pylons like skeletal branches, and it was these which gripped and spun the tubes, windmilling them from pylon to pylon and reconstructing the prison every time the siren wailed over the beaten plain.

Box had thought about escaping but he couldn’t see how. After he and Splinter had been captured by Dog Troopers, they had been stripped to their waists, sealed in a metal crate so small he couldn’t move his neck for two days once it had been opened and shipped to a planet that could have been anywhere in the universe. Or universes. They had no idea where they were. And how could they escape from a prison that hung in midair and was always changing shape? He glowered at Splinter.

Splinter ignored him and pressed his bony shoulders harder into the curved wall. His white hair was tacky with dirt and straggled down his rake-ribbed chest. His grimy feet were splayed wide apart, stick-thin shins jabbing out of narrow black trousers. Facing him, Box pulled down on the straps, thick shoulders taut and stomach hard. The fabric squeaked as he heaved up with his feet so that his body was suspended between floor and roof.

The siren cut out, leaving a phantom whistle in their ears. Box gritted his teeth, bracing himself for what was about to happen and to keep the meagre breakfast of wet bread from spilling up from his guts and out of his mouth.

‘Enjoy the ride,’ whispered Splinter. ‘And try not to throw up.’

‘If I do,’ hissed Box through bared teeth, ‘it will be all over you.’

The tube was wrenched up and began to spin, flat at first like a roundabout and then up and over like a cartwheel. Box tried to keep the tension in his arms and legs but it was no use. His back was flung against the wall and then his body catapulted forwards so hard he thought his back would snap and his shoulders burst their sockets.

Through the portholes he saw the sky and the plain reverse and he saw the boundless field of tubes rotating as they were passed between the pylons, the jointed crane arms working smoothly, reassembling the vast prison.

With a pleading cry, a body slid from the mouth of a pipe that was tipping down below Box’s own. It danced in the cool morning air before hitting the beaten ground, five hundred feet below. Always, there were bodies that fell. Box dug his arms and ankles into the straps until it hurt.

The tube slammed into position, flush with a new set of neighbouring cylinders and nearer to the tower at the centre of the maze; the tower from where the screaming came.

Box let his arms slip out of the straps and he slumped onto his knees and hands. ‘Eight times a day,’ he groaned. ‘I can’t stand much more of this.’

‘You won’t have to,’ said Splinter, sliding down the wall until his legs were folded up against his chest. ‘We’re getting closer to the tower. It’s taking us there.’

A shriek rose and then died in the still air. Box pushed himself up and lurched to a porthole. He peered out, squinting in the brilliant sunlight.

The pipe grid stretched above the baked ground in every direction but standing amongst the labyrinth of cylinders was a black tower, broad and sheer edged, its fluted ramparts studded with gates and windows and landing pads for airborne vehicles. The top storey commanded a position high above the pylons and its glass walls dazzled in the sun.

Even when they had been miles away, Box had been able to see the tower, prominent as a solitary peak within a sea of shimmering metal. He had watched the dots that were aircraft as they beetled slowly from the horizon to the landing pads and then away. At night, when the temperature plummeted and he and Splinter shivered against one another to stay warm, the drone of the flying traffic and the pinpoint flashes of landing lights glimpsed through the portholes never ceased.

They had started to hear the screaming when the cranes and pincers had spun them within the long shadow of the tower. At first they had thought it was a shrill wind, baying through the pipes. But as they drew nearer, they had listened glumly to how it cut the morning air, drifted out of the hot afternoons and pierced the freezing depths of the night. This was no wind; it was a sound that could only have been made by a living thing. Or a dying one.

Box had noticed how the screaming came at intervals. He didn’t dwell on this until Splinter pointed out that it started only after a fresh tube from the prison had been inserted into the side of the tower.

Box rolled away from the porthole. ‘You’re such a moron, Splinter.’

Splinter frowned into a spar of sunlight that beamed through a small round window and lit his dirty face. ‘We had to get away from Chess. Can’t you see that?’ He sighed, loudly. ‘No, you can’t. You’re too stupid. She’d become dangerous, Box. Obsessed with her supposed power.’

‘What a load of gunk. You’re just jealous. Jealous that she stood up to the Inquisitor on her own. Jealous that she’s different.’ Box kicked the metal wall. It rang and he swore, grabbing his big toe and hopping.

Splinter looked up, wearily. ‘Nice one, fly head. Now you’ve got brain damage.’

‘We’re meant to be with Chess.’ Box winced as his toe throbbed and he smacked the wall. ‘Whatever’s going on with her and the Twisted Symmetry, she’s our sister and it’s our job to look out for her, ’cos whatever power you think she has, the Symmetry will come for her and they’ll slab her as soon as look at her.’

Splinter smiled. ‘Our little sister is a big girl. She can look after herself. She’s always wanted to be in charge; now’s her big chance. And she’s far too special to be slabbed. Don’t you worry about Chess.’

‘If you hadn’t of let go of her when she pressed the VAP, we’d have been transported with her. We’d be safe now.’

‘Safe! Safe!’ Splinter jumped up and stood over Box, thin as a cinder. ‘Back with the Committee? Back with that crazy old hag, Ethel? How safe is that? Who keeps sending us into these death traps in the first place?’

‘You got us into this death trap,’ yelled Box. He might have been a head shorter than Splinter but he was broader and weeks of hard exercise, of press-ups and sit-ups and hanging to the straps every time the prison reconfigured, had turned flab into muscle. ‘First you turn down the chance of going home . . .’

‘Because it was time to get away,’ shouted Splinter. ‘Because I was making a choice for both of us.’

‘A choice!’ Box’s voice choked on his rage. ‘What sort of choice was this? A choice to have bread and water piped to us twice a day? A choice to be trapped for four weeks in a puking drain?’

‘A choice that has given us possibilities.’

‘Possibilities?’ Box drove his fingers into his fuzz of black curly hair. ‘Of what?’ A desperate wail reached out to them from the tower. ‘Of a hideous and agonizing death?’

‘No, fly head. Of power. Of real power.’ Splinter tapped his own head with a spindly forefinger. ‘For a street rat with a brain, there are always possibilities.’

‘Some brain. If you hadn’t started fighting with me after Chess had gone, maybe we could have hidden inside your magic box when half a million Dog Troopers turned up. You stole the portable vortex from Ethel and then didn’t use it when you should of.’ He remembered the tearing agony of the nerve wrenches that the troopers had used on him.

‘You threw the first punch,’ said Splinter, blue eyes glinting in his smudged face.

Box drew back a fist. ‘Dead right I did.’

A splutter and a cough rattled out of the cylinder that connected midway with the Tuesdays’.

Box’s fist remained poised to strike Splinter, but he jerked his head to look down the neighbouring tube. In four weeks they had encountered no one else, although he and Splinter had wandered through the tubular passages for days. Apart from the screams, and the bodies that tumbled into oblivion whenever the prison reassembled itself, they might as well have been alone. But somebody was near to them now.

The gloom was so thick, it seemed to smoke in the narrow beams of light that criss-crossed from the portholes. It was difficult to see who had been coughing. Box stepped away from Splinter, arm still raised, and entered the adjoining cylinder, ducking slightly, even though its dimensions were the same as his own.

‘Over there.’ Splinter pointed into the shadows, although Box wasn’t looking at him. ‘There’s somebody sitting against the wall.’

Box advanced slowly, treading lightly, fists clenched. He could see the body now; a black curve, ribbing the bottom of the wall and the floor. Tall, but human, which was a relief.

Another sharp cough and the body sat forwards, head lolling, face shrouded by long, black hair. Knees pulled up to his square jaw, the boy wrapped his sinewy arms around them and rocked, looking up at Box and Splinter, who had halted only metres away. His hair fell away from his face, revealing large, dark eyes and soft lips.

‘You!’ Box lowered his fists. ‘You should be dead.’

Saul wiped the back of his hand across his cheek, smudging a rivulet of blood that Splinter had mistaken for a strand of hair.

‘I nearly was,’ he said. ‘Didn’t get a proper grip on the straps. Almost got thrown out.’ He coughed and swallowed. ‘Nearly brained myself when we landed.’

‘I don’t mean that,’ interrupted Box. ‘I mean when the General had you. The last time we saw you, General Vane was about to rip your throat out.’

‘He probably will.’ Saul leant back and stuck out his legs, wiping blood from his hand onto his jeans. His lean, hard chest, was beaded with sweat. ‘He’s waiting for us.’

‘For us?’ Box’s question was answered by a wild scream that ended so suddenly it might have been snatched back by the tower it had broken from.

‘General Saxmun Vane is feeding.’ Saul turned his dark eyes on Box. They seemed less gentle than when he had helped the Tuesdays on the desert train that had been carrying them to the Twisted Symmetry’s factory on Surapoor. He laughed humourlessly. ‘We are in his food store. This is PURG-CT483; it’s a prison planet. This maze of tubes, it covers the whole of the surface. It’s not a big planet but it holds millions of the Symmetry’s prisoners.’

‘Why? What do they need them for?’ Splinter was interested now.

‘Energy.’ Saul got to his feet, stooping beneath the arched roof. Box noticed for the first time how big his hands were. ‘Children are better but the Symmetry will use whatever they can.’

‘So that’s what will happen to us?’ asked Splinter.

Box couldn’t understand how his brother could sound so curious when there was every reason to be terrified. ‘We have to get out, Splinter. Somehow.’

Saul laughed again.

I like you a lot less than last time, thought Box.

‘We’re not here for energy,’ Saul was saying. ‘This part of the prison is reserved for the General’s use. This is where the Symmetry send prisoners who deserve the most horrible punishments. The General comes here to feed. Prisoners are sent to him. They are locked in a small room with him, in that tower.’

Box looked at the tall black pinnacle through the porthole, even though there could be no doubt about what tower Saul meant.

‘But he doesn’t attack straightaway.’ Saul stood by Box, looking out. ‘He waits until his treatment wears off.’ Box remembered what he had seen in the factory; how the General’s body began to mutate when not controlled by the treatment. He remembered how it contorted and erupted into the parts of other creatures, thrashing and twisting savagely. ‘Then he tears them to pieces.’

‘What have we done wrong?’ protested Box.

‘Killing an Inquisitor made the headlines,’ stated Saul.

‘We didn’t kill the Inquisitor,’ said Splinter, not wanting to admit who had.

‘You were part of the team that did: same difference. So you get to be on the menu.’

‘How long before we’re in that tower?’ asked Box.

Saul shrugged. ‘I’d guess we’re next.’

‘Brilliant.’ Box kicked the wall, hard, and swore as his toenail snapped back. ‘We have to get away,’ he grunted.

‘We can’t.’ Saul pointed to a row of rivets on the ceiling. ‘The prison changes shape so you never know where you are, and it’s camera’d up.’ Box looked closely and realized that some of the rivets were smoother than the others and had a glassy sheen like fish eyes. ‘They can see you wherever you go, and wherever you go, they’ll get you.’

‘How come you know so much about what’s going on?’ Splinter smiled as he asked the question.

‘I was closer to the General than I told you,’ admitted Saul. ‘He wanted a spy amongst the children that the Symmetry stole, so he would know what was going on. He promised, kindly, not to eat my spleen if I helped him. So I didn’t have much of a choice.’ Saul sighed. ‘Looks like he’s going to get my spleen after all.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I wouldn’t tell him what he wanted to know about Chess.’ Saul paused and then looked about as if something had just occurred to him. ‘Where is Chess?’

Splinter answered immediately. ‘Safe and sound, back with the Committee and probably tucked up in bed with a milk drip.’

‘Splinter!’ fired Box.

‘What?’

‘Why’ve you told him that?’

‘What does it matter? Anyway,’ scoffed Splinter, ‘you like Saul. You said we can trust him. Remember?’

Saul held up both his big hands. ‘Don’t fall out, OK? I don’t blame you if you don’t trust me. I’m sorry.’

Box kept looking out of the window, thinking hard. There wasn’t much time. His muscles were tense, waiting for the inevitable howl of the siren. His eyes scanned the silver tubes that glinted like metal worms, seeking a way out. They came to rest on the frames of the pylons and the windings and girders of the mechanical arms. Then he noticed a cloud of dust, stirred up by a body of a couple of hundred unarmed dog-men who were trundling across the parched earth far below, escorted by a handful of fully equipped Dog Troopers.

‘Who are they?’ He’d spotted shabby groups like this before and assumed they were connected with the troopers, although their rough clothing and shambling bodies didn’t fit with the efficient, professional soldiers he had seen on Surapoor, or the Dog Trooper guards who escorted them now.

‘The Fleshings.’ Saul’s face was beside Box’s but Box didn’t pull away. ‘Bad snouts.’

‘Snouts?’ queried Splinter.

‘It’s a name for the dog people. Snouts, Dog Troopers; the same thing.’

‘Snouts,’ repeated Box. ‘Nice one.’

‘Snouts who desert their battalions, or breach military discipline, or criminals from the snout colonies get sent here as Fleshings. The Fleshings are used for target practice by trooper cadets. That’s where the guards are taking them.’

‘Snouts slabbing snouts.’ Splinter spat grit. ‘I like it.’

‘What happens to them?’ Box could sense a possibility.

‘Most of them get killed. The few who survive get posted to the Dog Trooper penal battalions; military units used for the most hopeless battles. Cannon fodder.’

‘If I could join the Fleshings,’ said Box, slowly, ‘I could fight my way out of here. Then, maybe, I could find Chess. Help her.’

Saul looked at Box as if he had spoken gibberish. ‘They’re snouts, Box; you’re a human.’

‘Only just,’ observed Splinter. He shook his head, dismayed. ‘Show fly head an army of the damned and he’s the first to sign up.’

‘It beats being eaten,’ snapped Box.

‘Even if you were capable of passing the IQ test to join the idiot squad, how are you going to get out of this place?’ Splinter pointed at the wall of the tube.

Box smiled at his brother. ‘Watch.’

The siren began to howl.

All three of them reached for the straps which dangled from the arched roof. Splinter noticed that Box merely gripped his, rather than winding his arms into them. Immediately, he guessed what his brother was planning.

‘Don’t be a nobwit, fly head.’ He had to yell because the siren was so loud.

Box grinned back, eyes bright.

The howl stopped and silence rushed in on them; thick, waiting.

‘Please, Box,’ said Splinter. ‘Stick with me.’

The prison broke apart, metal pipes whirling away from each other and spinning between the pylons.

Box’s fingers and forearms flamed with the strain of holding on as the cylinder soared up, dragging him with it. Then, as it tipped upside down, he was smashed into the roof by his own weight, cracking his head against a rough ridge of rivets. But he didn’t let go. Not yet.

Blinking because of the blood that was running into his eyes, he waited until the sky had slipped away and the cylinder mouth was gaping down at the earth. He waited until his body was hanging like a plumb line inside the tube, feet pointing at the open end. He waited until he saw another tube swinging beneath his own. Then he let go.

Box hurtled towards the ground, but he didn’t shut his eyes and he didn’t scream. He was a street rat. The world had taught him that he was worth nothing. So when he climbed, leapt, fought, he had nothing to lose. A jack would have screeched pitifully before smashing into the rock-hard earth, but Box focused on the curved metal roof of the tube below, the portholes, the point where the pincers curled round the shiny metal body. He would have two seconds, maybe. But two seconds was plenty when life had given you nothing else.

He struck the metal with a thud that was more painful than it sounded. Locking his fingers onto the rim of a porthole, he used the momentum of his fall to swing across the outer wall. At the same time, this tube began to tip down, vertical to the ground. This was what Box had bargained on.

He let go of the porthole and fell down the length of the tube until he was checked by a claw of the pincer. Legs apart, he slid over this and crashed into the mechanical wrist of the crane arm with a yelp. But he was alive. He had stopped falling. All he had to do was wrap himself round the arm as it worked at the cylinders, and wait until it stopped. Then he would climb up until he reached the pylon, and then he would climb down the pylon. And then he would walk up to the next batch of Fleshings and join them. And then . . . and then . . . Box closed his eyes. He was going to find Chess and, as always, he would have to fight.

[image: image]

When the prison had been rebuilt, Splinter dropped to the floor. He felt sick. He waited for his eyes to catch up with his body. Next to him, Saul groaned and said, ‘This is it.’

At one end of the cylinder there was a bright circle of daylight, at the other, pitch darkness. Or so it seemed at first. As Splinter peered into the darkness, he realized that beyond that end of the cylinder there was a chamber, bare and dim.

Feet stamped across the chamber. Splinter didn’t move. Saul crouched by his shoulder. Two figures appeared: Dog Troopers, clad in the black combats and black body armour Splinter had seen before. On their shoulders they wore a silver awlis; the sign for infinity and the symbol of the Twisted Symmetry.

One of the troopers held a drill-nosed blaze carbine at his hip. The other unclipped the knuckleduster-shaped nerve wrench from his belt. A slash of light revealed the deranged faces; matted fur torn by strips of human skin, snarling muzzles, the eyes of one species caged in the head of another.

The trooper with the nerve wrench jerked his head towards the shadows beyond the pipe. When Splinter and Saul failed to react immediately, he bellowed at them with a grating roar, jaws wide to reveal the long fangs.

Splinter clambered to his feet. ‘OK, OK,’ he muttered. ‘Keep your fur on.’

Saul stood beside him, taller and broader. ‘Leave the General to me.’

Splinter didn’t think Saul was as calm as he was trying to sound, but he shrugged his pinched shoulders and said, ‘He’s all yours.’ Then he led the way into the chamber, limping slightly because of the ankle that had been broken by the stonedrakes’ cannon shot, months before.

It was a small, square room with an open door in one wall. Splinter looked about and seeing no blood on the floor or walls, nodded to himself, satisfied. The killing didn’t happen here. There was still time; time to talk.

But when he heard the thump of the iron-shod boots approaching the open door, and the sway and clink of the chains, it was hard to stop his legs from shaking. Eyes round as sapphires, he stared into the murk of the passage beyond the door, snatching at breath.

The tall, rangy frame of General Saxmun Vane loomed out of the darkness and then he was standing over Splinter. His jigsaw armour, designed to allow his body to morph when not controlled by treatment, was washed with crimson swirls like watery ink stains, and his sharp jackal snout was sticky with congealed blood. His yellow eyes stared crazily into Splinter’s, the pinpoint pupils nailing him like darts. In his gloved left fist he held a cluster of silvery rods.

Splinter started back as the General swung the rods. But he wasn’t swinging them at Splinter. At the end of the rods there was a ring, bearing bolt-headed spikes, and he jammed this into his right shoulder where a hollow stump marked the place at which his right arm should have begun.

The General roared at Splinter; sounds which meant nothing to him. It wasn’t Chat, the universal tongue that the Tuesdays had been taught by the boxing philosopher, Balthazar Broom, on Surapoor. It was the Dog Troopers’ own language, translated by a voice which droned from the plate collar worn around the General’s neck. ‘See what that creature you call your sister did to me?’

Unlike Box and Splinter, the General had not been hiding in the vortex when Chess unleashed the energy which had destroyed the Inquisitor, Behrens. He must have been caught in the blast that ripped through the factory. Yet he had survived, with the loss only of one arm. Splinter was amazed that the General had survived at all. But this was General Saxmun Vane: commander of the Twisted Symmetry’s millions of Dog Troopers: he was murderously tough. Of course he had survived.

General Vane thrust out the rods, and now Splinter saw that this was an arm built of shiny metal, like a steel skeleton. The thick central shafts were hinged at the shoulder, elbow and wrist and between these joints ran thin metal tendons. The segmented fingers curled and uncurled silently.

Show no fear, thought Splinter. ‘What happened is between you and my sister,’ he said, backing off no more. He knew that a wire between the General’s ear and the collar translated what he said.

‘She owes me an arm,’ he bellowed, but Splinter stood his ground. Then, calmly, the General cocked his head to one side and looked up and down the metal limb. ‘But why should I complain? This one is much better than the last,’ and he smashed it into the doorway, spraying chunks of stone until it was buried up to its elbow.

As he wrenched it free, Saul pushed past Splinter. ‘General, please, listen to me.’

The General looked down at Saul and then drove his flesh and blood left fist into the centre of his face.

‘My nose,’ gasped Saul, clutching the front of his head and dropping to the floor.

‘You’re hardly worth killing,’ growled General Vane, the voice translating dispassionately. ‘But you,’ he continued, turning back to Splinter, ‘I will enjoy.’ He stroked his bristly chin with his metal fingers. ‘Not a lot of flesh, it is true, but plenty of fight.’ Then, scanning the rest of the room, ‘Where’s the meaty one?’

Splinter said nothing, but the yellow dog eyes bearing down on him narrowed to slits as if scrying his thoughts. The General snorted contemptuously and marched past the guards and into the tube. His boots banged over the floor and he stooped because the ceiling was low for him. At the far end, he knelt and looked out, the two Dog Troopers standing between him and Splinter.

The azure sky and the rust-ruddy earth were framed in a circle by the mouth of the cylinder. The vast grid of tubes shone white in the blistering sun. The hot air pulsed. The world was desert-still. The least movement would be visible for miles.

‘I see him.’ The General muttered more quietly than the collar spoke. Thoughtfully. ‘He’s climbing down a support tower.’ He made a noise that Splinter thought might have been a chuckle. ‘See how he goes? So fast. Strong. How did he escape?’ A long pause and then, nodding to himself, ‘By risking everything. But what does he plan to do?’

Splinter guessed that if he said nothing, he would be made to talk, and there was no point in lying. So he said, ‘Join the Fleshings.’

The General grunted. ‘It would be easy to kill him.’ His eyes flicked towards the guard’s blaze carbine before he turned his head to look back outside, still kneeling in the opening. ‘But that wouldn’t be fair.’ To Splinter, it seemed that the General meant what he said. ‘He has displayed cunning, bravery and strength. He would rather fight than die. He is not an ordinary human.’

Splinter watched the tiny silhouette as it dropped between a pair of joists, two hundred feet above the ground. ‘He’s a street rat,’ he said proudly, and he beat back the ache in his chest that meant he wished Box was with him now.

But he was alone.

Splinter’s mouth tightened. He was always alone. He was always the one who faced the greatest dangers, thought of the cleverest plans, saved everybody else. And now? Now everyone else had bailed out, leaving him to face one of the most dangerous creatures in the universe. Alone.

But he could handle this. Only he could handle this. He was the one who knew how to survive. He was the greatest street rat of all; the King of Rats. He would get out of this; there was a way. And from then on, it would be Splinter looking after Splinter.

He surfaced from his ruminations as he re-entered the cool darkness of the chamber, a guard pushing him in the shoulder. Saul was still on the floor, propped up against the wall and trying to staunch the flow of blood from his nose. Splinter didn’t spare him a thought. Saul was as good as dead now. The only person who mattered was Splinter.

General Vane crossed to the door, walking away. He said nothing, which surprised Splinter because he was expecting something more before he was taken to be slaughtered. This was his one chance and it was slipping his grasp, vanishing into the far passageway.

Splinter had meant to bargain coolly, eloquently, displaying his formidable intellect. But now he screeched. He screeched the two words on which he was staking everything. He screeched them because his life depended upon them.

‘The Traitor.’

The boots stopped. The words hung in the air like the ring of a blade.

The General turned and pointed at Splinter, the light gleaming off the two metal struts that ran either side of his left forearm; struts which carried his emergency treatment bolt.

‘What do you know of the Traitor?’ The bitter growl rumbled out of the shadows; the dead voice translated.

‘I know who he is. I know where he is.’ Splinter’s heart was thumping. His lips were dry as ash. He swallowed what felt like a mouthful of glue. ‘I can give you Lemuel Sprazkin.’

Lemuel Sprazkin; the primary warp whose failed surgery on the General had transformed the General’s body into a mutating curse; who had run from the Twisted Symmetry to the Committee and remained hidden for two hundred years. The person whom General Saxmun Vane hated above all others.

‘How?’ The General arched over Splinter now, his rancid breath hot on Splinter’s face as his snout craned down.

‘He will trust me,’ said Splinter. ‘Trust me enough to catch him.’ Now I’ve got you, he thought.

‘Why should I trust you?’

Splinter had expected this question. ‘Because it costs you nothing. Give me back my coat and my box and I will find your traitor for you.’

General Vane straightened up, gloved fingers drumming against his hip, steel fingers pulling a shred of meat from between his canines. His long, pink tongue lingered about the edge of his lower jaw and a drop of spittle ran down it and spotted the floor.

Splinter was confident now, pleased with how his cleverness had defeated the General. He allowed himself to say, ‘You need me if you want Sprazkin.’

The General moved so quickly that Splinter was still standing in the same place as the metal hand grasped the mace-blade, unleashed the long steel edge with a hiss and slashed it across Splinter’s arm.

Splinter screamed and crumpled to the floor, clutching his arm and kicking himself away from the heavy boots. He flapped across the floor like a drowning fish.

‘I need no one,’ roared the General and he pushed the tip of the mace-blade into Splinter’s breast bone, pinning him to the floor.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry,’ whimpered Splinter and his body was shaking so hard he thought he would impale himself on the point. He dared to look at his arm and saw that the General had opened a wound a couple of inches long. Blood was seeping out but he knew it could have been much worse, if the General had wanted.

‘I will get Sprazkin with or without your help. Using you is merely convenient. You are nothing to me. Do you understand?’

Splinter nodded, trembling.

The General knelt by his side, the metal hand still pressing down on the pointed tip of the mace-blade. Seizing Splinter’s trouser leg, he tore a strip of cloth. Then he pushed this into the wound, so roughly that Splinter cried out. When the material was drenched with blood, he stood up, retracted the mace-blade and walked towards the door, the cloth hanging wet in his fist.

‘Do you know what a hungry spook can do?’

‘No,’ mouthed Splinter, at the General’s back. All he knew was that the Twisted Symmetry used spooks to track the people whose blood they were given. They listened across space and time for the heart that beat the blood, and always, they found who they looked for.

‘If I took a blast grenade, planted it in your guts and let it blow, the mess would look like fine art compared with the damage a hungry spook would do.’ The voice spoke calmly, but the General lingered over the description, pleasure rippling his throat.

‘I have your blood, boy. You have ten days. Bring me Sprazkin or you will wish I had killed you now.’
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