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Chapter One — The Collector's Vault
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"RUN!"

Elara didn't wait to see whether Jack obeyed.

She grabbed his wrist and pulled.

Behind them, the cavern exploded.

Glass shattered in every direction.

Thousands of cylinders burst simultaneously, filling the enormous chamber with a sound like an entire city made of windows collapsing at once.

Jack threw one arm across his face.

Fragments bounced from his jacket.

Something screamed.

Not human.

Not entirely.

"THIS WAY!" Elara shouted.

Jack ran.

He didn't know where.

That seemed to be becoming a habit.

The cavern stretched farther than he could see. Rows upon rows of broken cylinders disappeared into blue darkness. Figures stepped from them.

Hundreds.

Thousands.

Some stumbled.

Some fell.

Some simply stood staring around as if waking from nightmares that had lasted centuries.

And far too many of them looked like Jack.

Young.

Old.

Scarred.

Bearded.

Male.

Female.

Children.

People whose faces weren't identical to his but contained enough of the Mercer family to make his stomach twist.

Navigators.

Collected from different worlds.

Different histories.

Different versions of reality.

Jack risked looking behind him.

The black cylinder remained intact.

Inside stood the ancient Mercer.

The first Doorless Navigator.

He wasn't trying to escape.

He was watching Jack run.

Smiling.

Then his voice entered Jack's mind.

You cannot run from what you are.

Jack stumbled.

Elara caught him.

"Don't listen!"

"Easy advice when he isn't talking inside your skull!"

They reached a metal walkway suspended over a vast pit.

Jack looked down.

Instantly regretted it.

There was no bottom.

Only darkness.

Elara raised her Compass.

A thin silver line appeared in the air.

A doorway formed.

Jack almost laughed with relief.

"Finally."

The doorway flickered.

Then vanished.

Elara stopped.

"No."

Jack knew that tone.

He had heard it too many times.

"What?"

She tried again.

Nothing.

"The gates aren't responding."

"Why?"

A voice boomed through the cavern.

ANCHOR ZERO ACQUIRED.

The words came from everywhere.

The walls.

The floor.

The air.

Jack felt them through his bones.

Elara looked at him.

"Because of you."

"Of course."

"Jack—"

"I know. Everything is because of me."

"No."

She grabbed his shoulders.

"This is different."

Behind them came footsteps.

Thousands of them.

Jack turned.

The released Navigators were moving.

Not towards freedom.

Towards him.

Every face.

Every pair of eyes.

Focused on Jack Mercer.

"That's bad," Jack whispered.

"Very."

One of the figures stepped ahead of the others.

Jack recognised him.

Scarred Jack.

An older version of himself.

The one he had encountered through the network.

Except this Scarred Jack looked different.

His eyes were completely black.

"Jack?" he called.

Scarred Jack tilted his head.

Then smiled.

"Found you."

Jack stepped backwards.

"Definitely not Jack."

Elara lifted her Compass.

Scarred Jack raised one hand.

The Compass flew from her fingers.

It struck the cavern wall twenty metres away.

Elara stared.

"That's new."

"Please tell me you have another one."

"No."

"Brilliant."

The other Navigators advanced.

Their eyes turned black one by one.

Jack understood.

"The Collector."

Elara nodded.

"It's controlling them."

"All of them?"

"Apparently."

Jack counted roughly.

Stopped after several hundred.

"That's unfair."

Scarred Jack continued forward.

"Anchor Zero."

Jack hated the way the words sounded in his own voice.

"What do you want?"

Scarred Jack smiled.

"Completion."

"Everyone wants completion. Nobody ever explains what it means."

"Five Anchors hold the boundary."

"I know."

"Four can be destroyed."

Jack's humour disappeared.

"And the fifth?"

"Blackwater cannot fall while Anchor Zero exists."

Jack stared.

Elara whispered, "That's why it needs you."

Scarred Jack nodded.

"Correct."

Jack slowly backed towards the edge of the walkway.

"What happens if you get me?"

"The boundary opens."

"And then?"

Scarred Jack's smile widened.

"The Outside comes home."

Silence.

Jack remembered the enormous things beyond the gates.

The golden eyes.

The impossible shapes.

Creatures that didn't belong in any version of Earth.

"You call that home?"

"They were here first."

Elara stepped beside Jack.

"Don't listen."

Scarred Jack laughed.

"You still don't understand, Keeper."

Elara stiffened.

Jack glanced at her.

"Keeper?"

"Later."

"You keep saying that."

"If we survive, you can complain."

Scarred Jack stopped ten metres away.

Behind him, the army of Navigators stopped too.

Perfectly.

Simultaneously.

Jack looked at the pit.

Then at Elara.

Then at the army.

"Options?"

"Fight."

"Against thousands of Navigators?"

"Bad option."

"Next?"

"Surrender."

"Worse."

"Jump."

Jack looked into the endless darkness.

"Somehow worse again."

Scarred Jack extended his hand.

"Come willingly."

Jack stared at him.

"No."

"You cannot win."

"People keep saying that."

"This isn't Blackwater."

"I noticed."

"There is no Heart to protect you."

"I know."

"No Warden."

"I know."

"No Meridian."

"That's probably an improvement."

Scarred Jack frowned.

Apparently the Collector didn't appreciate humour.

Good.

Jack kept talking.

"No network authority. No Crown. No Seed army. No ancient machine conveniently waiting to save me."

"Exactly."

Jack smiled.

Scarred Jack's expression changed.

Elara noticed.

"What?"

Jack looked around the cavern.

Thousands of Navigators.

Thousands of people capable of interacting with gates.

People from countless timelines.

All gathered in one place.

The Collector thought that made Jack weak.

Maybe it made the Collector vulnerable.

"You made a mistake," Jack said.

Scarred Jack stared.

"I do not make mistakes."

"Everyone who says that makes mistakes."

Jack raised his empty hands.

"You collected Navigators."

"Yes."

"Thousands of them."

"Yes."

"From different timelines."

"Yes."

Jack's smile widened.

"And then you connected yourself to all of them."

For the first time, Scarred Jack didn't answer.

Elara slowly understood.

"Oh."

Jack looked at her.

"Good oh?"

"Possibly."

"That's enough."

He closed his eyes.

"Jack, what are you doing?"

"Something stupid."

"That's not reassuring."

Jack ignored her.

He reached.

Not with his hands.

With whatever part of him had touched Blackwater.

The part the network had never been able to classify.

Doorless Navigator.

Anchor Zero.

He didn't fully understand either name.

But for once, that didn't matter.

Jack reached towards the Navigators.

Nothing.

Then—

something.

A whisper.

A memory.

A boy running through burning streets.

A woman standing before a gate beneath an ocean.

An old man holding a Compass while stars disappeared.

Thousands of lives brushed against Jack's mind.

The Collector had linked them.

But connections worked both ways.

Jack opened his eyes.

Scarred Jack stepped backwards.

"What are you doing?"

Jack grinned.

"Making a door."

"There is no gate."

"I know."

"You have no Compass."

"I know."

"You cannot open one."

Jack thought of the name they had given him.

Doorless Navigator.

"That's where you're wrong."

The air split.

Not ahead of Jack.

Everywhere.

Thousands of thin cracks of light appeared throughout the cavern.

The possessed Navigators screamed.

The Collector's voice thundered.

STOP.

Jack almost laughed.

"Definitely working."

Elara grabbed his arm.

"Jack!"

The cracks widened.

Through them Jack saw worlds.

Hundreds.

Thousands.

A London where airships filled the sky.

A desert beneath two moons.

Blackwater covered in snow.

Greyhaven beneath the ocean.

A battlefield filled with machines.

A forest containing trees taller than mountains.

And then—

one doorway was different.

Beyond it stood a city.

Jack stopped breathing.

Black towers rose beneath a white sky.

Bridges stretched between impossible buildings.

Thousands of lights floated through the air.

At the centre of the city stood a gigantic circular gate.

Closed.

Above it was a symbol.

Jack knew it immediately.

Anchor Three.

Elara saw it too.

Her face drained of colour.

"No."

Jack stared.

"The City Beyond the Last Gate."

The doorway began expanding.

Scarred Jack screamed.

Not in anger.

Fear.

"Close it!"

Jack looked at him.

That was interesting.

The Collector didn't want that gate open.

Which meant Jack absolutely did.

He pushed harder.

The doorway exploded outward.

Wind tore through the cavern.

Navigators were dragged from their feet.

Elara wrapped both arms around a railing.

"JACK!"

Jack grabbed the rail.

The ancient Mercer inside the black cylinder was still smiling.

Then Jack heard him.

Go.

Jack looked towards him.

"Why?"

Because they are waiting for you.

"Who?"

The ancient Mercer raised one hand.

Pointed towards the city.

The people who killed Anchor Two.

Jack's blood ran cold.

The Collector roared.

ANCHOR ZERO MUST NOT REACH THE CITY.

Jack looked at Elara.

She looked at him.

Neither needed to say it.

If the Collector didn't want him there—

that was exactly where they were going.

"Jump!" Jack shouted.

"Into the gate?"

"Better than the pit!"

"Marginally!"

They ran.

Scarred Jack lunged.

Jack grabbed Elara's hand.

Together they leapt.

The Collector screamed.

The cavern disappeared.

For one impossible moment Jack fell through thousands of worlds.

Then stone slammed into him.

He rolled.

Stopped.

Silence.

Jack opened his eyes.

White sky.

Black towers.

The city.

Elara lay several metres away.

"Elara?"

She groaned.

"Still alive."

"Good."

"Ask again when I can feel my legs."

Jack stood.

The gateway behind them snapped shut.

They were alone in a wide stone plaza.

At least Jack thought they were.

Then he noticed the statues.

Hundreds of them surrounded the square.

Each depicted a person holding a Compass.

Navigators.

At the centre stood the largest statue.

A boy.

Fifteen.

Jack approached slowly.

"No."

The statue had his face.

Beneath it were words carved into black stone.

Elara joined him.

"What does it say?"

Jack read aloud.

"JACK MERCER."

Below his name was a second line.

THE DESTROYER OF THE FIVE ANCHORS.

Jack stared.

"That's not good."

A bell rang somewhere in the city.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Lights appeared in windows.

Thousands of them.

Doors opened.

People stepped into the streets.

Every one turned towards the plaza.

Towards Jack.

Then the enormous circular gate at the centre of the city began to move.

Elara whispered, "Jack."

"I see it."

The Last Gate opened.

Not outward.

Inward.

Beyond it there was no world.

No stars.

No light.

Only darkness.

Something inside that darkness opened its eyes.

And a voice older than Blackwater whispered across the city.

"Anchor Zero has arrived."

Jack stared into the Last Gate.

The thing beyond it smiled.

"Welcome back."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two — The Boy in the Statue
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The thing beyond the Last Gate smiled.

Jack Mercer did not.

Mostly because he had learned that anything ancient enough to know his name before meeting him was usually about to make his life considerably worse.

"Welcome back," the voice repeated.

Jack stared into the darkness beyond the enormous circular gate.

"I've never been here."

The darkness moved.

Not like fog.

Like something breathing.

Beside him, Elara slowly raised one hand.

"Jack."

"I know."

"No. Look behind us."

He turned.

The entire city had stopped.

Thousands of people stood in the streets surrounding the plaza.

Men.

Women.

Children.

All dressed differently from anything Jack recognised.

Some wore long dark coats fastened with silver clasps. Others wore pale robes covered in symbols. A few carried objects resembling Compasses, although none looked exactly like his.

Every face was turned towards him.

Nobody spoke.

Jack glanced at the statue.

His statue.

Fifteen years old.

Same hair.

Same face.

Same stubborn expression.

THE DESTROYER OF THE FIVE ANCHORS.

He pointed at it.

"Can we deal with that first?"

Elara didn't answer.

The crowd began moving.

Not towards Jack.

Away.

Parents grabbed children.

Shopkeepers abandoned stalls.

Doors slammed shut.

Windows closed.

Within seconds the enormous plaza emptied.

Jack stared.

"Friendly place."

Elara watched the final civilians disappear.

"They're afraid of you."

"I gathered that."

"You don't seem worried."

"I've been chased by Meridian, attacked by alternate versions of myself, nearly erased from history and recently escaped a cavern containing several thousand Navigators."

He looked at the statue again.

"A bad reputation feels manageable."

The Last Gate groaned behind them.

Jack turned.

The darkness had withdrawn.

The giant circular opening now showed something else.

A corridor.

Stone walls.

White light.

Then the gate closed.

BOOM.

The sound echoed through the city.

Jack exhaled.

"Good."

Elara looked at him.

"Good?"

"Whatever was inside can't get out."

"You don't know that."

"No."

"Then why say good?"

"Optimism."

"That's not optimism."

"Denial?"

"Closer."

Jack walked towards the statue.

The base was covered with smaller writing.

Most of it used symbols he didn't recognise.

But one inscription was English.

He crouched.

ON THE NINETY-THIRD DAY, ANCHOR ZERO CAME.

Jack stopped.

Elara read over his shoulder.

"Ninety-third."

"That's today."

"Yes."

Jack looked at the city.

"They knew."

"Apparently."

"Knew I was coming?"

"Apparently."

"Before I did?"

"Apparently."

Jack sighed.

"You're not especially useful when you're worried."

"I am trying not to panic."

"Fair."

He read the next line.

ON THE NINETY-FOURTH DAY, THE CITY FELL.

Jack went still.

Elara read it twice.

"Tomorrow."

"Yes."

"That's less encouraging."

"Very."

A sound came from behind the statue.

A scrape.

Jack stood.

"Hello?"

Nothing.

He moved around the stone base.

A boy was hiding there.

About twelve.

Thin.

Dark hair.

Grey eyes.

He wore an oversized black coat with sleeves rolled above his hands.

The boy stared at Jack.

Jack stared back.

"Hi."

The boy immediately ran.

"Wait!"

Jack followed.

"Jack!" Elara shouted.

"I just want to talk to him!"

"People rarely believe you when you chase them!"

The boy darted down a narrow street.

Jack followed.

He was fast.

Very fast.

Jack rounded a corner and nearly collided with a fruit stall.

The boy jumped over it.

Jack went around.

"Stop!"

"Excellent strategy!" Elara called somewhere behind him.

The street became narrower.

Tall buildings leaned overhead.

Bridges crossed between rooftops.

The boy disappeared through a doorway.

Jack reached it seconds later.

Darkness inside.

He stopped.

"Definitely a trap."

Elara arrived beside him, breathing hard.

"So don't enter."

Jack stepped inside.

"Jack."

"I know."

The building looked abandoned.

Dust covered the floor.

Broken furniture lay against the walls.

A staircase climbed into darkness.

Jack heard footsteps above.

The boy.

He started upstairs.

Elara followed.

"You have a terrible survival instinct."

"I've survived."

"Barely."

"Still counts."

They reached the second floor.

Empty.

Third.

Empty.

Fourth.

Jack stepped into a room overlooking the city.

Nobody.

Then the door slammed behind them.

Jack spun.

The boy stood beside it.

Holding a knife.

"Don't move."

Jack lifted both hands.

"Okay."

Elara raised hers too.

The boy stared at Jack.

His hand trembled.

"You're him."

"Depends who you mean."

"The Destroyer."

Jack glanced through the window towards the statue.

"Apparently."

"You shouldn't be here."

"I didn't exactly book a holiday."

The boy looked confused.

Elara stepped forward slightly.

"What's your name?"

The knife moved towards her.

"Stay back."

She stopped.

Jack studied him.

The boy wasn't dangerous.

He was terrified.

"What's going to happen tomorrow?"

The boy's face changed.

"You know?"

"The statue says the city falls."

"It always does."

Jack frowned.

"What does that mean?"

The boy lowered the knife slightly.

"It happens every cycle."

"Cycle?"

"Anchor Zero arrives."

"Me."

"Someone like you."

Jack exchanged a look with Elara.

"How many?"

The boy swallowed.

"Seven."

Jack felt cold.

"Seven Anchor Zeros?"

The boy nodded.

"And every time the city falls?"

"Yes."

"What happens to the Anchor Zero?"

The boy looked at him.

"They destroy it."

Silence.

Jack pointed at himself.

"Me?"

"You."

Elara moved closer.

"Who destroys him?"

The boy stared towards the window.

"The Wardens."

Jack's stomach tightened.

He knew that word.

But this wasn't the Warden he remembered from Blackwater.

"Why?"

"Because Anchor Zero opens the Last Gate."

"I didn't."

"You will."

"No."

"You always do."

Jack shook his head.

"I'm not interested."

The boy laughed bitterly.

"None of them were."

Jack stepped closer.

The boy raised the knife again.

"Easy."

"Don't."

"Fine."

Jack stopped.

"What happened to the other seven?"

The boy said nothing.

"Please."

The knife lowered.

"They're beneath the city."

Jack glanced at Elara.

"Alive?"

The boy shook his head.

"No."

Jack's humour vanished.

"Name."

"What?"

"Your name."

The boy hesitated.

"Finn."

"Finn what?"

"Just Finn."

"Fine. Finn. I'm Jack."

"I know."

"Apparently everyone does."

Elara lowered her hands.

"I'm Elara."

Finn stared at her.

Then at the empty space where her Compass should have been.

"Keeper."

Elara froze.

Jack noticed.

Again.

"That's twice."

"Jack—"

"No. The Collector called her Keeper. Scarred Jack called her Keeper. Now Finn."

He looked at Elara.

"What aren't you telling me?"

She didn't answer.

Finn did.

"She guards the Anchor."

Jack frowned.

"What Anchor?"

Finn pointed at him.

"You."

Silence.

Jack turned slowly towards Elara.

"You knew?"

"No."

"That was too fast."

"I knew Keepers existed."

"Same thing."

"No."

"Feels similar."

Elara sighed.

"Keepers were created to protect unstable Anchors."

"And I'm one."

"Apparently."

"How convenient."

"Jack."

"How long have you known?"

"Since the Collector recognised me."

"And you didn't mention it?"

"We were slightly busy."

"Running from thousands of possessed Navigators?"

"Exactly."

Jack considered that.

"Fair."

Finn approached the window.

Far below, bells began ringing throughout the city.

One.

Two.

Three.

Then hundreds.

The streets remained empty.

Jack looked outside.

"What is that?"

Finn whispered, "Curfew."

"Why?"

"The Wardens are coming."

Jack's expression changed.

"Tonight?"

Finn nodded.

"They always come the night before the fall."

Elara moved to the window.

"From where?"

Finn pointed towards the Last Gate.

Jack stared.

"That's backwards."

"What?"

"If the Wardens are supposed to stop the gate opening, why do they come through it?"

Finn shook his head.

"They don't stop it."

Jack felt something unpleasant settle in his stomach.

"What do they do?"

Finn looked at him.

"They make sure it opens."

The bells stopped.

Silence returned.

Then the first scream came from the plaza.

Jack ran to the window.

A woman had appeared between the buildings.

She ran across the empty square.

Behind her—

something stepped from a doorway.

Tall.

White armour.

No face.

Jack's blood went cold.

The figure carried a long black spear.

Another appeared.

Then another.

Dozens.

They moved through the streets.

Checking doors.

Searching.

Finn whispered, "They know you're here."

Jack looked at the statue.

Then at the Last Gate.

Then at the faceless soldiers filling the city.

"Good."

Elara stared at him.

"What?"

"If they're looking for me, they're not looking for whatever else they're afraid of."

Finn frowned.

"There is nothing else."

Jack smiled.

"There always is."

A crash came from downstairs.

Everyone froze.

Another.

Then footsteps.

Heavy.

Slow.

Climbing.

Finn went pale.

"Warden."

Jack looked around.

One door.

One window.

Fourth floor.

"Options?"

Elara checked the window.

"Roof."

"No stairs."

"The bridge."

Jack looked outside.

A narrow stone bridge connected their building to another structure twenty feet away.

"That isn't a bridge."

"It is technically."

"It's about eight inches wide."

"Twelve."

"That doesn't help."

BOOM.

The door downstairs shattered.

Finn grabbed Jack's sleeve.

"Move!"

They climbed through the window.

Wind struck them.

Jack looked down.

Far too far.

"Wonderful."

Finn stepped onto the narrow bridge and ran across.

Elara followed.

Jack stared.

"Of course the twelve-year-old can do it."

A crash behind him.

The Warden entered the room.

Jack looked back.

White armour.

Black spear.

No face.

It pointed at him.

A voice came from inside Jack's mind.

ANCHOR ZERO.

Jack stepped onto the bridge.

"Not now."

He ran.

Halfway across—

the Warden threw the spear.

Elara shouted.

"JACK!"

Jack ducked.

The spear passed over his head.

Struck the opposite building.

Stone exploded.

Jack lost his footing.

His left foot slipped.

Suddenly he was hanging over the street.

One hand gripping the bridge.

"Jack!"

Elara dropped to her knees.

Finn grabbed her waist.

She reached.

Too far.

Jack looked down.

Hundreds of feet.

"This is becoming repetitive!"

The Warden stepped onto the bridge.

Slowly.

Unhurried.

Jack tried pulling himself up.

His fingers slipped.

Elara stretched farther.

"Give me your hand!"

Jack reached.

Their fingers almost touched.

The Warden approached.

Ten feet.

Eight.

Six.

Then something moved below.

A black shape shot upward.

Jack barely saw it before an arm wrapped around his waist.

He was yanked from the bridge.

Falling.

"JACK!"

Wind roared around him.

He twisted.

Someone was holding him.

A man.

Long dark coat.

Grey hair.

Familiar face.

Jack stared.

"No way."

Elias Vane grinned.

"Miss me?"

They dropped towards the street.

Jack shouted.

"VANE!"

"Good to see you too."

"We're falling!"

"Noticed."

Vane raised something.

A Compass.

He pressed its centre.

A doorway opened below them.

They fell through.

Jack hit wooden boards.

Rolled.

Stopped.

He groaned.

"Ow."

Someone laughed.

Jack opened his eyes.

He was aboard a ship.

Not Seastar.

Something enormous.

Black sails.

Dark wooden deck.

The city moved beneath them.

They were flying.

Jack sat up.

"Vane?"

Elias Vane stood beside the wheel.

Except—

not his Vane.

This one looked younger.

Maybe forty-five.

No scar.

Different coat.

But unmistakably Elias Vane.

Jack slowly stood.

"You're not my Vane."

The captain smiled.

"No."

Elara and Finn dropped through another doorway behind him.

Elara landed far more gracefully.

Finn didn't.

"Ouch."

The gateway closed.

Jack looked at the flying ship.

Then at Vane.

Then at the city below.

"Who are you?"

Vane turned the wheel.

"Captain Elias Vane."

"I know that part."

"The last free Navigator of Anchor Three."

Jack stared.

Vane's smile disappeared.

"And if you're really Jack Mercer, we've got less than twenty-four hours to stop you destroying my world."
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Chapter Three — The Last Free Navigator
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Jack stared at the younger Elias Vane.

The last free Navigator of Anchor Three.

The words should have sounded ridiculous.

Instead, after Blackwater, the Collector, alternate timelines, impossible cities and a flying ship, they barely made the top ten.

"You think I'm going to destroy your world?"

Vane nodded.

"Yes."

Jack folded his arms.

"Good start."

Elara stepped between them.

"Explain."

Vane glanced at her.

"Keeper."

Jack pointed immediately.

"There. Again."

Elara closed her eyes briefly.

"Not now."

"Definitely now."

Finn looked from one to the other.

"You really don't know?"

Jack looked at him.

"Apparently I'm the only person in connected reality who doesn't."

Vane turned the wheel.

The flying ship banked hard.

Jack grabbed the rail.

Below them, the City Beyond the Last Gate stretched farther than he had realised.

From ground level it had seemed enormous.

From above it was impossible.

Black towers covered the landscape to the horizon.

Roads formed concentric circles around the central plaza.

Canals of silver water cut between districts.

Bridges connected buildings at heights no bridge should reasonably exist.

And beyond the city—

nothing.

Jack stared.

No countryside.

No mountains.

No sea.

The city simply ended.

Past its outer wall was white emptiness.

"The whole world is the city."

Vane nodded.

"Anchor Three doesn't have a world."

"What does that mean?"

"It was built between worlds."

Elara looked towards the white horizon.

"A boundary station."

Vane glanced at her.

"So you do know something."

"Fragments."

Jack sighed.

"Excellent. Everyone has fragments except me."

Vane almost smiled.

"Very Mercer."

Jack frowned.

"You knew another one."

"I've known many."

Jack stopped.

"Many Jack Mercers?"

"No."

Vane looked at him.

"Navigators."

He adjusted the ship's course.

The black sails above them shifted without wind.

Jack noticed there were no ropes moving.

No crew adjusting anything.

The ship appeared to respond directly to Vane.

"Where are we going?"

"The Undercity."

Finn stiffened.

"No."

Vane glanced over.

"You have a better suggestion?"

"We'll be seen."

"We've already been seen."

"The Council will arrest him."

"They'll try."

Jack looked between them.

"Council?"

Neither answered immediately.

"Could everybody stop doing that?"

Vane sighed.

"The city is governed by the Nine."

"Nine what?"

"Exactly what we ask."

Finn lowered his voice.

"The Nine Seats."

"That's not an answer."

"No one knows what they are anymore."

Jack looked towards the central district.

Nine enormous towers surrounded the Last Gate.

He hadn't noticed the pattern before.

Each was taller than the others.

Each carried a different symbol.

Vane pointed.

"Nine founders."

"People?"

"Originally."

Jack didn't like the pause.

"And now?"

"Depends which historian you believe."

Elara leaned against the rail.

"What does the Council want with Anchor Zero?"

Vane's expression hardened.

"To kill him before tomorrow."

Jack nodded slowly.

"Wonderful."

"Jack."

"I'm keeping count."

"Of what?"

"People trying to kill me."

Finn stared.

"How many?"

Jack thought.

"Actually, I've lost count."

Vane smiled.

"Definitely Daniel's son."

Jack's expression changed.

"You knew my father?"

The smile vanished.

Vane looked away.

Jack stepped closer.

"You did."

"I knew a Daniel Mercer."

"Mine?"

"Probably not."

"That's not helpful."

"Timelines rarely are."

Jack didn't move.

"What happened to him?"

Vane stared ahead.

"He died."

Silence.

Jack swallowed.

"How?"

"Saving this city."

"From what?"

Vane looked at him.

"You."

Jack's face hardened.

"Try that again."

"I told you. An Anchor Zero came before."

"Seven, according to Finn."

"Seven officially."

Finn looked at him.

"Officially?"

Vane nodded.

"There were others."

Jack's stomach tightened.

"How many?"

"Nobody knows."

Elara's voice became quieter.

"What do you mean, nobody knows?"

"Anchor Zero doesn't always arrive from a recorded timeline."

Jack stared.

"Like me."

"Exactly like you."

The ship descended.

Buildings rose around them.

They flew between towers.

Windows flashed past.

Jack glimpsed people inside.

Families.

Markets.

Workshops.

Ordinary lives inside an impossible city.

"What happened when the previous Anchor Zero arrived?"

Vane didn't answer immediately.

"He opened the Last Gate."

"I won't."

"They all said that."

"Then they were idiots."

Finn almost laughed.

Vane did not.

"The Last Gate doesn't need your permission."

Jack's confidence faded slightly.

"What?"

Vane looked directly at him.

"Anchor Zero is the key."

Jack remembered the Collector.

Blackwater couldn't fall while Anchor Zero existed.

The Five Anchors held the boundary around connected reality.

And he was somehow beneath—or beyond—the system entirely.

"What does the Gate open to?"

Vane's hands tightened around the wheel.

"The Outside."

Jack had expected that.

It still made his stomach turn.

"The thing we saw?"

"No."

Jack frowned.

"What do you mean, no?"

"You saw something looking through."

"That's worse."

"Much."

The flying ship dropped suddenly.

They passed beneath an enormous stone arch.

The city vanished above them.

Darkness surrounded the ship.

Jack looked down.

A second city existed beneath the first.

Ruins.

Thousands of buildings buried under the modern streets.

Stone structures.

Broken towers.

Ancient roads.

Blue lights glowed along the walls of a cavern so large Jack couldn't see the ceiling.

"The Undercity."

Vane nodded.

"The original Anchor Three."

Finn looked uneasy.

"Nobody comes down here anymore."

"Why?"

"Because people disappear."

Jack looked at Vane.

"And we're coming here because?"

"People who don't want to be found tend to favour places where people disappear."

Jack considered that.

"Annoyingly logical."

The ship descended towards a huge circular platform.

Ancient symbols covered it.

Jack recognised one.

A door.

Black.

The same symbol from the First Seed record.

Vane noticed his reaction.

"You know it."

"I've seen it."

"Where?"

"Blackwater."

Vane froze.

The ship drifted sideways.

He corrected quickly.

"You've been to Blackwater?"

"Several versions."

Vane stared.

"That's impossible."

Jack smiled.

"You'll get used to saying that."

The ship landed.

No impact.

It simply settled.

Vane lowered the sails.

Except he didn't touch anything.

They folded themselves.

Jack climbed down.

The platform felt warm.

Elara immediately knelt beside one of the symbols.

"These are Anchor glyphs."

Vane watched her.

"You can read them?"

"Some."

Jack crouched.

"What does this one say?"

Elara touched the black door.

Her expression changed.

"Not 'door.'"

"What then?"

"Boundary."

Finn stepped closer.

"And that one?"

Elara traced another symbol.

"Life."

Another.

"Memory."

Another.

She stopped.

Jack looked.

"What?"

"Navigator."

He recognised the shape.

A figure inside a circle.

Then Elara touched the symbol beside it.

It was almost identical.

Except the figure stood outside the circle.

Jack knew before she spoke.

"Anchor Zero."

Elara nodded.

Vane looked grim.

"That chamber is why I brought you here."

Jack straightened.

"What chamber?"

Vane walked towards a ruined archway.

"There are records older than the city."

"About me?"

"About what you are."

Jack followed.

Finn hesitated.

Then followed too.

They entered a tunnel.

The walls were covered in carvings.

Thousands of tiny figures.

Jack held up his hand.

"Wait."

Everyone stopped.

One carving showed five circles surrounding a sixth.

Five Anchors.

Anchor Zero at the centre.

Except—

Jack leaned closer.

"No."

Elara saw it.

"The sixth isn't inside."

It was behind them.

Or beneath.

The artist had carved the figure outside the arrangement entirely.

Lines connected the five Anchors to the sixth.

But the sixth was not connected back.

Vane nodded.

"Anchor Zero isn't part of the system."

Jack remembered Graves.

The Doorless Navigator belongs to no timeline.

"Then why call me an Anchor?"

"Because the Five depend on you."

"That's backwards."

"Most ancient names are."

They continued.

At the end of the tunnel stood a circular chamber.

Nothing inside.

Except a stone table.

Vane approached.

He placed his Compass in the centre.

Nothing happened.

"Your turn."

Jack stared.

"I don't have mine."

Vane looked confused.

"What?"

"The Collector."

"You lost the Navigator Compass?"

"Temporarily."

Vane closed his eyes.

"Of course."

Jack spread his hands.

"Still alive."

"Debatable."

Elara examined the table.

"Maybe he doesn't need it."

Vane frowned.

"The table requires a Navigator signal."

"He is the signal."

Jack looked at her.

"Comforting."

"Touch it."

"Things usually explode when people tell me that."

"Touch it."

Jack placed one hand on the stone.

For three seconds—

nothing.

Then the chamber shook.

Blue lines raced across the walls.

Vane stepped backwards.

Finn gasped.

The stone table split apart.

Inside was a sphere.

Black glass.

No larger than a football.

Jack stared.

"What is that?"

Elara whispered, "A memory core."

Vane looked shocked.

"I've tried opening this chamber for twenty-seven years."

Jack looked at him.

"Should've brought me earlier."

The sphere lit.

A face appeared inside.

Jack's face.

Older.

Maybe thirty.

His hair was longer.

A scar crossed his right cheek.

But unlike Scarred Jack, this man looked calm.

Tired.

Human.

The recording spoke.

"If you're seeing this, Anchor Zero has reached the city again."

Jack went still.

Vane stared.

Finn whispered:

"Another one."

The man inside the sphere continued.

"My name is Jack Mercer."

Jack muttered, "Of course."

"I came here in the year 2194."

Elara looked sharply at Jack.

The recording continued.

"I was told I would destroy Anchor Three."

Jack moved closer.

"I believed them."

The older Jack looked directly outward.

"I let the Council kill me."

Silence.

Jack's skin prickled.

"But I was wrong."

Vane stepped towards the sphere.

"What?"

The recording continued.

"My death did not save the city."

Images appeared across the walls.

The city burning.

The Last Gate open.

White-armoured Wardens marching through the streets.

"I was never the threat."

Jack's pulse quickened.

"The prophecy was altered."

Finn whispered:

"By who?"

As though answering him, the recording changed.

A symbol appeared.

Nine vertical lines surrounding an eye.

Vane went pale.

"The Council."

Older Jack continued.

"The Nine have been killing Anchor Zeros for centuries."

Jack stared.

"Why?"

"They need our deaths."

Vane looked horrified.

"No."

"The Last Gate cannot fully open while Anchor Zero lives."

Jack stopped breathing.

That matched what the Collector had said.

Blackwater couldn't fall while Anchor Zero existed.

Older Jack continued.

"But each Anchor Zero death weakens the boundary."

Elara understood first.

"They've been breaking it deliberately."

The recording nodded almost as if it could hear her.

"Seven deaths are recorded."

Jack looked at Finn.

He had said seven.

The voice continued.

"There were twelve before me."

Finn went pale.

"Nineteen."

Jack stared at Vane.

"And they told everyone seven."

Vane shook his head.

"I didn't know."

The sphere brightened.

"After my death there will be twenty."

Jack whispered:

"And I'm twenty-one."

Elara's face hardened.

The recording continued.

"At twenty-one, the Last Gate becomes permanent."

Nobody moved.

Jack felt suddenly cold.

Tomorrow wasn't when he destroyed the city.

Tomorrow was when the Council intended to murder him.

And his death would open the Last Gate forever.

Older Jack leaned towards the recording device.

"If you are the twenty-first Anchor Zero, do not let them kill you."

Jack almost laughed.

"Finally, useful advice."

"But there is something worse."

Jack's smile vanished.

"Of course there is."

The sphere displayed five Anchors.

Anchor Two was dark.

Anchor Three flashed red.

Then—

Anchor Four turned red.

Anchor Five.

Blackwater.

All weakening.

"The Council is not acting alone."

The eye symbol appeared again.

Then another symbol overlaid it.

A black spiral.

Jack had never seen it.

Elara had.

She staggered backwards.

"No."

Vane caught her.

"What?"

Elara stared at the spiral.

Her face had become completely white.

Jack stepped towards her.

"Elara."

She said nothing.

"Tell me."

Her voice trembled.

"That's the mark of the First Keeper."

Jack frowned.

"The first?"

"Before Meridian."

"Before the Navigators?"

She nodded.

Vane stared.

"Impossible."

Elara ignored him.

"The Keepers weren't created to protect Anchors."

Jack remembered Finn.

She guards the Anchor.

"What were they created for?"

Elara looked at Jack.

"To control them."

The recording continued.

"The First Keeper survived."

Elara shook her head.

"No."

"It has spent thousands of years moving through the network."

The spiral pulsed.

"Every Council."

"Every Meridian."

"Every Navigator war."

"Every attempt to open the Outside."

Jack whispered:

"The same person?"

"Not person."

The sphere flickered.

"Function."

Jack hated that word immediately.

"The First Keeper moves from host to host."

Elara backed away.

Jack noticed.

"Elara?"

She didn't respond.

The recording continued.

"You will recognise its current host by one thing."

The room became silent.

"It will always be closest to Anchor Zero."

Jack slowly turned.

Elara stood behind him.

Her eyes were closed.

"Elara."

She opened them.

They were black.

Vane reached for his weapon.

Too slow.

Elara's hand shot out.

Vane flew across the chamber and struck the wall.

Finn screamed.

Jack stepped backwards.

"Elara?"

She smiled.

Not her smile.

Ancient.

Cold.

Familiar in a way Jack couldn't explain.

When she spoke, two voices emerged.

Hers.

And something beneath it.

"Twenty-one."

Jack's heart hammered.

"You used the Collector."

"Yes."

"To bring me here."

"Yes."

"The Wardens."

"Mine."

"The Council?"

"Useful."

Jack clenched his fists.

"What do you want?"

Elara—or the thing inside her—looked towards the sphere.

"To finish what began before Blackwater existed."

Jack stepped between her and Finn.

"You're going to open the Last Gate."

"No."

The smile widened.

"You are."

"I won't."

"You already have."

Jack froze.

Far above them—

a bell rang.

The sound travelled through the entire Undercity.

DONG.

Then another.

DONG.

Then hundreds.

The city shook.

Dust fell from the ceiling.

Vane struggled upright.

"No..."

Jack ran towards the chamber entrance.

Outside, beyond the ruins, a column of darkness rose through the Undercity ceiling.

Straight upwards.

Towards the Last Gate.

Finn whispered:

"What happened?"

The First Keeper answered through Elara.

"Anchor Zero entered the city."

Jack turned.

"That's enough?"

"It always was."

The floor cracked.

The black spiral appeared beneath Jack's feet.

He tried to move.

Couldn't.

Dark lines wrapped around his ankles.

His legs.

His chest.

The First Keeper approached.

Jack struggled.

"Elara!"

For one second her face changed.

Fear.

"Jack—"

Then the black eyes returned.

"She cannot help you."

Jack fought harder.

The spiral began pulling him downward.

"Where are you taking me?"

The First Keeper smiled.

"To meet the other twenty."

Jack stopped.

"What?"

The stone beneath him opened.

Cold air rose from below.

Jack looked down.

A cavern.

Twenty black coffins arranged in a circle.

Every lid carried the same name.

JACK MERCER.

The First Keeper whispered:

"Your predecessors have been waiting."

The floor vanished.

Jack fell.

And every coffin opened.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four — The Twenty
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Jack fell.

For one second there was nothing beneath him.

Then something hit his shoulder.

Hard.

He bounced, rolled across cold stone and slammed into the base of one of the black coffins.

Pain exploded down his arm.

"Ow."

The word echoed.

Then the coffins opened.

All twenty.

At once.

Jack stopped moving.

He stared.

Slowly, figures sat up.

Some looked like him.

Some almost looked like him.

One was ancient.

One appeared no older than thirteen.

Another had silver hair despite wearing Jack's face.

One had mechanical pieces running along the side of his neck.

One was missing an eye.

Another was covered in scars.

One wore armour.

One wore something resembling a Victorian coat.

One looked like he had come from a battlefield.

One was a woman.

Jack blinked.

She raised an eyebrow.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Good."

The twenty stepped from their coffins.

Jack backed away.

"This is getting ridiculous."

A man near the centre laughed.

He looked around thirty.

Dark beard.

Broken nose.

"You must be Twenty-One."

Jack stared.

"You know me?"

"No."

"Then how—"

"Because there are twenty of us."

"Fair."

The oldest Jack approached.

He walked with a wooden staff.

His face was deeply lined.

His hair completely white.

But his eyes were unmistakably Mercer.

Grey.

Sharp.

Annoyed.

"Name."

"Jack."

A few of the others laughed.

The old man didn't.

"Full designation."

"I don't have one."

"Timeline."

"Complicated."

"Origin world."

"Greyhaven."

The old man's expression changed.

Several others murmured.

The woman stepped closer.

"Which Greyhaven?"

Jack hesitated.

"England."

"Year?"

"2026."

Silence.

The mechanical Jack whispered:

"Early."

Jack frowned.

"What does that mean?"

The old man raised one hand.

"Show us your mark."

"My what?"

"The Anchor mark."

"I don't have—"

Pain burned across Jack's chest.

He gasped.

A black symbol appeared through his shirt.

Five circles.

One broken.

And a sixth shape beneath them.

Anchor Zero.

Every other Jack stepped back.

The old man whispered:

"He's Prime."

Jack stared.

"Prime what?"

The woman looked frightened.

"Prime Zero."

Jack folded his arms.

"I hate when people invent new names for me."

The scarred battlefield Jack walked around him.

"You entered before convergence."

"Before what?"

"The city normally summons Anchor Zero after four Anchors weaken."

Jack looked at the mark.

"Anchor Two is already gone."

The group became still.

"How?"

"I don't know."

The mechanical Jack stepped closer.

"Destroyed?"

"Silent."

"Same thing eventually."

Jack looked around.

"Who are you people?"

The old man answered.

"Failures."

No one objected.

Jack's expression changed.

"You're dead."

"Technically."

"That isn't an answer."

The Victorian-looking Jack smiled.

"You'll fit in."

The old man leaned on his staff.

"We were Anchor Zeros."

"I gathered that."

"We came to this city."

"The Council killed you."

"Mostly."

Jack frowned.

"Mostly?"

The teenage one raised his hand.

"I jumped."

Everyone looked at him.

"What?"

"I didn't fancy execution."

Jack stared.

"And that worked?"

The boy looked around the coffin chamber.

"Clearly."

Someone snorted.

Jack almost smiled.

Then remembered where he was.

"The recording said your deaths weakened the Last Gate."

The old man nodded.

"Correct."

"Then why are you here?"

The woman answered.

"Because Anchor Zero can't be completely destroyed."

Jack stopped.

"What?"

"The body dies."

"The signal remains."

"The city stores us."

The mechanical Jack tapped the side of his skull.

"Like backups."

Jack looked at the coffins.

"Why?"

The old man's expression darkened.

"Because the First Keeper needs twenty-one."

Jack felt cold.

"Why twenty-one?"

No one answered.

"Come on."

The battlefield Jack sighed.

"Because twenty-one completed Anchor Zeros can overwrite the Five Anchors."

Jack stared.

"Overwrite?"

"Replace."

"With what?"

The woman looked at him.

"One Anchor."

Jack slowly understood.

"Me."

"No."

The old man shook his head.

"All of us."

The chamber vibrated.

Black symbols lit across the floor.

The twenty looked down.

The old man's face tightened.

"She's started."

Jack glanced upwards.

"The First Keeper?"

"Yes."

"Elara."

The woman frowned.

"Who?"

"Her host."

The twenty exchanged looks.

The mechanical Jack whispered:

"Interesting."

Jack stepped closer.

"What?"

The old man studied him.

"You know the host."

"She's my friend."

"Then she's already compromised you."

"No."

The old man gave him a tired look.

"They always are."

"Elara fought the Collector."

"Because the Collector served its purpose."

"She saved my life."

"To bring you here."

Jack clenched his jaw.

"You don't know her."

The woman answered quietly.

"Neither do you."

Jack didn't like that.

Not because he thought she was right.

Because some part of him wondered if she might be.

Above them came a distant boom.

The chamber shook again.

The symbols brightened.

Then each coffin began glowing.

One by one.

The oldest Jack looked at them.

"Twenty coffins."

Then at Jack.

"One empty position."

A black circle appeared beneath his feet.

Jack jumped aside.

Another appeared.

Then another.

Every Jack was enclosed by a ring.

Except Jack.

The twentieth circle formed.

Then a twenty-first.

Around him.

Jack tried stepping out.

The ring moved with him.

"That's annoying."

The old man shouted:

"Don't let it complete!"

Jack looked up.

"How?"

"Refuse synchronisation."

"How?"

"Think of something only you remember."

Jack stared.

"What?"

"Something no other version of you possesses."

The symbols climbed the walls.

Black light filled the chamber.

A voice spoke.

The First Keeper.

TWENTY-ONE ANCHORS PRESENT.

Jack felt pressure inside his skull.

Memories.

Not his.

A city on fire.

A mother dying.

A father disappearing.

Blackwater drowning.

Greyhaven destroyed.

A world without sunlight.

A world where Meridian ruled openly.

A world where Jack Mercer had been king.

A world where he had never met Sarah.

A world where Daniel murdered him.

A thousand lives slammed into his mind.

Jack screamed.

The others did too.

The rings connected.

Twenty-one lines.

One network.

Jack felt every one of them.

The oldest.

The youngest.

The woman.

The soldier.

The machine.

All Jack.

All different.

All terrified.

The First Keeper spoke again.

IDENTITY MERGE INITIATED.

"No!"

Jack dropped to one knee.

The old man's voice entered his mind.

Remember something.

Jack tried.

School.

No.

Some of them had schools.

Greyhaven.

No.

Other Greyhavens existed.

Sarah.

Daniel.

Blackwater.

Jax.

Alex.

All had variations.

He needed something unique.

Something nobody else could have.

Then—

chips.

Jack almost laughed.

The smell when he had returned home.

Greyhaven Harbour.

Mr Peters.

Homework.

After everything impossible—

homework.

He remembered laughing.

Jax laughed.

Alex laughed.

Sarah.

Daniel.

Vane.

A stupid, ordinary moment.

A moment after the end of the world.

Jack held onto it.

The pressure faltered.

The First Keeper spoke.

ANOMALY.

Jack smiled through the pain.

"That's me."

The old man looked shocked.

"What did you use?"

"Homework."

"What?"

The network cracked.

Jack pushed.

Harder.

He remembered the exact sound of Mr Peters saying:

"School at eight forty-five tomorrow, Mercer."

The twenty-one lines flickered.

The battlefield Jack began laughing.

Then the woman.

Then the teenager.

One by one, the others joined.

The First Keeper roared.

STOP.

The old man grinned.

"You were right."

Jack looked at him.

"About?"

"You are early."

The black rings shattered.

A wave of force ripped through the chamber.

The coffins exploded.

Jack was thrown backwards.

Stone cracked.

Dust filled the air.

When he looked up—

the twenty were still there.

But different.

More solid.

The woman stared at her hands.

"We're physical."

The mechanical Jack touched his face.

"How?"

The old man looked at Jack.

"He broke the archive lock."

Jack stood slowly.

"Does that mean you're alive?"

The teenage Jack grinned.

"Better than dead."

A siren sounded.

Red light flooded the cavern.

The First Keeper's voice thundered.

ANCHOR INSTABILITY DETECTED.

The old man grabbed Jack.

"We have to move."

"Where?"

"Out."

"Useful."

A wall split open.

Behind it was a tunnel.

The twenty ran.

Jack followed.

Twenty-one versions of himself sprinting through an ancient underground complex.

He realised how absurd it looked.

The woman beside him seemed to read his expression.

"Don't."

"I didn't say anything."

"You were about to."

"Probably."

They reached a junction.

Three passages.

The old man stopped.

"Left."

The battlefield Jack shook his head.

"Right."

Mechanical Jack pointed ahead.

"Straight."

Jack groaned.

"Great. Twenty versions of me and nobody agrees."

The teenager pointed to him.

"Prime decides."

"Stop calling me Prime."

"Choose."

Jack looked.

Left carried cold air.

Right smelled of smoke.

Straight—

a faint sound.

Crying.

He froze.

"Straight."

The old man frowned.

"Why?"

"Someone's there."

"Not our problem."

Jack stared at him.

"Then you're definitely not me."

He ran straight.

Several others cursed.

Then followed.

The passage ended at an iron door.

Jack kicked it.

Nothing.

Battlefield Jack shoved him aside.

"Move."

He kicked once.

The door flew open.

Jack nodded.

"Show-off."

Inside was a cell.

Finn sat against the wall.

His face was bruised.

"Jack?"

Jack rushed in.

"Finn."

The boy stared past him.

At twenty other Jacks.

His eyes widened.

"Oh."

The teenager waved.

"Hello."

Finn looked at Jack.

"Why are there twenty of you?"

"Long story."

"Of course."

Jack helped him up.

"Where's Vane?"

Finn's expression changed.

"Taken."

"Elara?"

Finn looked away.

Jack tightened his grip.

"What?"

"They're taking her to the Last Gate."

Jack froze.

"Why?"

Finn swallowed.

"Because she's fighting the Keeper."

Hope hit him immediately.

"She's still in there."

"Yes."

The old Jack stepped into the cell.

"Then the host is unstable."

Jack looked at him.

"Can we separate them?"

"Possibly."

"How?"

"Kill the Keeper."

"Without killing Elara."

The old man hesitated.

Jack's expression hardened.

"No."

"We may not have a choice."

"Wrong."

The woman smiled slightly.

"That sounded familiar."

Jack looked at the old man.

"Every version of me seems to have learned the same lesson eventually."

"What lesson?"

"People who say there are only two choices usually haven't looked hard enough."

The old man stared.

Then laughed quietly.

"I remember saying that."

Jack blinked.

"What?"

"Different place."

"Of course."

A tremendous boom shook the city.

The ceiling cracked.

Finn screamed.

Dust poured down.

The mechanical Jack looked upwards.

"Gate movement."

Jack's stomach dropped.

"Already?"

The old man nodded.

"Twenty-one Anchor signals woke the system."

Jack ran back into the passage.

"Then we're out of time."

The others followed.

They emerged into a huge vertical shaft.

Far above—

the city.

The Last Gate.

And directly beneath it stood a platform.

Elara was chained to its centre.

Vane knelt beside her.

White-armoured Wardens surrounded them.

Nine figures stood in a circle.

The Council.

Jack counted.

"Nine."

The old man nodded.

"Nine Seats."

Jack looked closer.

The Council members wore masks.

Each different.

One gold.

One silver.

One black.

One white.

One red.

One blue.

One
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