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They watched from the shadows. Watched the people of the world going about their lives, unaware of the insidious gaze that followed.

So many candidates to choose from. Such potential.

But still, they hesitated. For this would likely be the last of their contenders, and it would not do to hurry.

So, they waited. Brooded. Until they were sure.

A boy. Unremarkable in so many ways, yet somehow ideal for the contest he would soon be doomed to enter. His mind held the knowledge to appreciate their game. Understand it. Perhaps even … win it.

He might very well die at the first hurdle. But he had the potential for greatness.

Yes. Him.

They chose: Cade Carter.
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ONE

Place: Unknown

Date: Unknown

Year: Unknown

 

The creature circled below Cade like a shark around a sinking ship. It leaped for him, its jaws snapping just below the narrow ledge he stood on. He shuffled back, pressing his shoulders into the cold stone of the canyon wall. There was an eight-foot drop to the ground, and the bare earth had been churned to a thick sludge by the pacing of the monster beneath him.

It knuckled the ground with sinewy arms, growling like a dog fighting over a bone. The beast was already caked thickly in mud, and the rusty brown leather of its skin blended well with the rock formations Cade had woken among just a few hours ago. A slavering mouth gaped, the long needle-points of its teeth glistening with saliva. But it was its eyes that scared him the most: twin spheres of obsidian that bulged from its sockets.

The opposite wall of the canyon was perhaps a stone’s throw away from him, stretching up into the sky and casting the ravine Cade occupied in shadow. He was perched on a rock shelf, just above a narrow corridor of earth that formed the canyon bottom. The gully continued to his left and right, stretching in both directions to form a rough passage that curved out of sight, though he doubted he’d manage to run far before the creature tore him to shreds.

As he watched, the monster began to claw at the rock face, perhaps hoping it would crumble and send Cade plummeting down. Maybe if he remained still, it would give up and move on, in search of easier prey. He ignored it, trying to figure out how he had ended up in this sorry mess.


The last thing Cade remembered was lying in bed at his new ‘school for troubled youths’, staring out of the locked windows at the moonlit sky. His thoughts had been tinged with misery at the time.

The stash of stolen laptops his trust-fund roommate had hidden beneath his bed. The arrest, the police interrogation. His court-appointed lawyer, who could barely remember his name. His mother, crying, and the confusion and shame in his father’s eyes.

The ultimatum the judge had given him. One year of ‘alternative’ school, or Cade would be sent to juvie. His parents had agreed, though it devastated them to know his chances of going to college would be ruined. That was six months ago now. Six more to go.

And then he wasn’t in the dorm any more.

It had been too immediate for him to be dreaming. One moment he was looking at the moon, and the next he was standing on a ledge in the depths of a rocky canyon. Before he could give this surreal turn of events more thought, the creature had appeared, slinking out from behind the boulders in the narrow bottom of the chasm.

He was pressed against a rock wall covered in a fine red powder, but there was little purchase for climbing. It was smooth like marble, with the orange glow of what he assumed was the setting sun visible in the swathe of sky forty feet above him.

And it worried Cade that the sun was setting. He had never tried to sleep standing up before, and the ledge was too thin for him to lie down. But if he sat and dangled his feet over the edge, he would be within reach of the monster below. This situation didn’t seem to have a happy ending.

It also didn’t help that a jagged rock was pressed uncomfortably into his spine. Just his luck; the rock wall was smooth everywhere but the space he had to lean against. He decided that if these were to be his last moments, they might as well be comfortable. The ledge extended a few feet across, so he shuffled to his left.

He winced as his movement agitated the creature, its low growling turning to yelps of excitement as it jumped at him. Its thick black nails scrabbled at the rock, trying to find a toehold so it could reach the thin ledge.

Each time Cade looked below, he felt gorge rise in his throat. He was trying to think clearly, despite the frantic pulse of his heart in his temples. It was all he could do to stop himself from hyperventilating.

Cade took a deep breath and turned his head to the side. The protrusion was a black stone embedded in the wall, tapered to a rough point. It seemed out of place, a drop of sable in the sea of rust.

He slid his right hand up and took hold of it, if only to help anchor him to his perch. But the edges were so sharp that if he gripped it any harder it would likely slice into his palm. The stone wiggled slightly as he pulled, and the tiniest hint of hope entered Cade’s mind, though he wasn’t sure what he would do with it yet.

It only took him a few minutes to lever it from its root in the wall. It was almost relaxing to fixate his mind on such a simple task. When the rock came loose, a fine shower of dust settled on the creature’s head, leaving it sneezing and coughing.

The rock seemed to be made from volcanic glass, shaped like a teardrop. The thicker end was caked in dust, allowing Cade a firm grip at the base. The tapered end was smooth with a chipped, rough-hewn edge. Stranger and stranger. It looked for all the world like a Stone-Age axe.

Cade banged the rock against the wall, trying to make a dent, a handhold. More dust rained down on the monster, who pawed at its eyes, snorting. Cade smiled and continued, the crack of stone against stone echoing from wall to wall. The shower of dust became an avalanche of debris.

Cade laughed aloud, scraping his arms up and down as if he were making a snow angel, the gritty dust sticking to the sweat of his back. Soon the marbled walls were bare and smooth, revealing a surface of light brown stone beneath.

His entertainment was short-lived. Beneath, the creature rubbed itself back and forth in the mud and was soon rid of the irritant. A long, forked tongue slipped out of its mouth and licked at its eyes like a lizard, clearing away the film of dirt.

It was a disgusting monster, looking for all the world as if a mad scientist had spliced the skeletal structure of an ape onto the body of a primordial deep-sea fish. Where this abomination had come from, Cade couldn’t even begin to guess. But that didn’t matter at the moment. All he wanted was to get away from it.

His fun with the powder over, Cade considered throwing the rock at the creature. Perhaps the blow would send the beast scurrying away and he could make a break down the corridor in the opposite direction.

It was then that he noticed the pile of dust that had gathered on the ledge around his feet. And the shadows of a new idea formed in his mind.

But even as the plan formed, he cast it from his thoughts. It was a stupid idea; the monster would tear him to pieces.

An hour later, his legs began to cramp up. He tried standing on one leg at a time, but that just made it worse for the other. Crouching had helped, but it had forced him to lean precariously over the empty space, leaving him off-balance, much to the excitement of the creature below. It was sitting and staring like a starved hunting dog, only stirring when Cade moved himself.

He was exhausted, thirsty and terrified, knowing eventually he would have to jump off and meet his fate. There was no rescue party coming, that seemed obvious.

But if he was going to die, it would be on his own terms. He was going to give this monstrosity the most difficult meal of its life. Cade placed his foot behind the dust piled on the ledge, terror throbbing through his body with each pounding beat of his heart. He had no choice. No other options.

‘I hope you choke on me!’ he yelled. The creature looked up, startled by his voice. He kicked the dust, sending a spray of red into its eyes. Before he could even see what effect it had, he jumped.

He landed awkwardly, jarring his ankle on the ground, shooting pains flaring up his leg. So much for his hope of outrunning the beast.

It had covered its face with its clawed hands, and Cade swung his rock, letting out a garbled scream of fear and revulsion. His blow glanced off the monster’s head, poorly aimed and with little weight behind it. Still, the creature rolled away from him, yowling in pain.

For a moment Cade stared at the rock, surprised at his own daring. Fear pulsed through him, the reality of life and death hitting home for what felt like the very first time.

Even as he prepared to run, the beast sprang, slamming headfirst into the wall next to him. Cade tumbled onto his back. The creature was still blinded by the dust, grasping for him as it hissed its displeasure.

He scrambled away, slipping and sliding in the mud, horror choking him. The monster heard the slap of his boots and lunged again, this time landing just beside him. Cade bellowed and flailed the rock, his vision filled with needle teeth.

The sharp tip of the stone sliced deep into its foot, pinning it to the ground before the beast wrenched itself free with a squeal of pain. Its tongue darted over its face, and Cade readied himself, even as the inky black eyes fixed upon him once more. The creature took a tentative step forwards, then yowled as it put pressure on its injured foot.

Slowly, ever so slowly, Cade backed away from it. When the creature turned its tongue to the bloody wound, he ran.

Ran through the agony of a twisted ankle, fuelled by the adrenaline pumping through him in wave after wave of fear. On and on, down the gully, high walls looming on either side. It was only when he stumbled and fell that he stopped, waiting for the monster to give chase at any moment.

Cade shuddered, inhaling with deep sobbing breaths. Finally, when he had calmed, he was able to think once more.

The beast seemed to have given up on him, for now at least.

So he limped on, gripping his hand-axe as if it was his lifeline.

Perhaps it was.








TWO

Six months earlier

 

Cade shuffled down the line of boys in the cafeteria, careful not to meet anyone’s eye. He could feel them watching him, their gazes sweeping up and down, seeking weakness.

What they would see was a skinny, light-skinned Indian kid, though they wouldn’t know his father was white.

Not short, but not tall either, with amber eyes and wavy hair, cut in a tight back and sides cut. A military cut, one that he hoped would make him look as tough as all the other ‘troubled youths’ at the school with him.

Lucky for him, there were no glasses or smattering of acne to give away the inner nerd hiding just beneath the surface.

He tried to convince himself he looked no more vulnerable than the other teens he’d seen at intake that day. Yet try as he might, he could not keep the cafeteria tray from shaking in his hands.

His blue uniform itched. It was the ‘therapeutic boarding school’ uniform, though it felt more like a prisoner’s to him. Looking at the high walls outside, he couldn’t see much difference.

‘What you want?’

Cade looked up at the snaggle-toothed kid in front of him, a hairnet on his head, ladle in hand. Cade pointed at the mashed potatoes, peas and what he assumed was meat loaf, and the kid dutifully slapped them onto his tray.

The cafeteria reminded him of the gymnasium at his old school, but there were no basketball hoops on the walls here. Only straight-backed drill sergeant-like counsellors, their eyes scanning the tables.

Cade quickly realised he should have been planning where he was going to sit. Most of the tables were full, and the air filled with the loud banter of kids who knew each other well. How could he sit down in the midst of all that?

There were no empty tables, but he spotted a kid he recognised from the intake. A gangly, pockmarked guy who had cried silently through it all, as the red-faced counsellors shouted at them to face the wall and shuffle sideways towards their rooms.

The kid was sitting alone on one end of his table, while a trio of others ignored him on the other. Cade realised he had taken too long to find a seat. He didn’t want to look intimidated, even if he was.

Adrenaline coursing through him, he walked the gauntlet of tables, his ears filled with the shouts, laughs and belches of the guys on either side. It felt like an eternity before he reached the other newcomer, who startled as Cade dropped his tray opposite him.

Cade nodded, then turned to his food. He soon realised yet another mistake. He’d left his cutlery behind.

‘Damn,’ Cade muttered under his breath.

He had to go back. He went to stand, but suddenly a plastic spoon clattered onto his tray.

Cade looked up.

‘Cade,’ he said.

‘Jim.’ The kid gave him a tentative smile.

Cade felt himself relax, and he dug into his mashed potato with the spoon. It was watery and unseasoned, not to mention that Cade wasn’t hungry. He ate regardless.

An awkward silence filled the space between he and Jim.

‘Why’d your parents put you here?’ Cade blurted, the words spilling from his mouth before he could stop them. Was that rude? It was too late now.

Jim looked up, surprised.

‘I … a lot of things,’ he began. He paused, looking shamefacedly at his tray. ‘But the last one did it. I threw a party,’ he finally said. ‘Our place got wrecked. My parents didn’t like that.’

Cade gulped. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered. He racked his brain, trying to think of something else to say. Instead, he filled his mouth with another spoonful of bland mush.

‘Well, hello there.’ Cade felt a hand clasp his shoulder, and his heart sank.

Here we go.

‘Making friends already?’

Cade looked up, taking in the new arrival. He had a shaved head, with cool blue eyes and a pout to his full lips.

Cade’s heart sank even further as he took in a bruise on the boy’s cheek, and scabs on his knuckles. This kid had been fighting. Cade had never been in a fight in his life.

Fear seized Cade’s throat, even as he searched for an appropriate answer. Any words he said would come out in a croak, so he remained silent.

‘Nothing to say?’ the boy said, taking a seat beside Jim as another kid plonked his tray down beside Cade.

Cade turned, and felt his heart thundering in his chest. The other kid was heavyset, with small piggish eyes and the beginnings of patchy stubble on his ruddy cheeks.

It was only then that Cade realised that the first guy was talking to Jim, not him. This made him feel a bit better, but the relief dissipated in an instant as the ruddy kid beside him cleared his throat, then licked his spoon purposefully, making sure Cade was watching. Cade felt his stomach twist as the boy reached over and dug it into Cade’s meat loaf.

‘You were just making introductions, right?’ the newcomer said, shifting unnecessarily close to Jim. ‘You’re Jim, he’s Cade. Aren’t you going to ask our names?’

‘Wh-what’s your name?’ Jim stuttered.

‘I’m Finch, and this here is Gobbler,’ the first guy replied. ‘We call him that on account of his appetite.’

Gobbler stuck his spoon into Cade’s mashed potatoes demonstratively, before slopping it into his mouth. He chewed loudly before going in for more.

‘You’re new, and we didn’t want you starting off on the wrong foot,’ Finch said, putting a conspiratorial arm around Jim. He had pitched his voice to a stage whisper so that Cade could hear.

‘This guy, he’s not right for you. Apu here can sell you a pack of cigarettes at his convenience store, but he’s not your friend. Get what I’m saying?’

He tightened his grip around Jim’s shoulders, and the boy stared down at his plate, avoiding Cade’s eyes.

Cade felt the anger rise in him, like hot bile. Apu … from the Simpsons. He had been dismissed by this boy like some caricature, to be ignored. Avoided.

But the fear that had kept him silent before remained, and all he could do was grit his teeth.

‘You should sit with us,’ Finch said, placing a hand on the back of Jim’s neck. ‘Like, now.’

He could see the wheels turning in Jim’s head, calculating the risk of turning Finch down. Then he gave a nod, his shoulders hunched.

Finch looked up at Cade, his lip curling with disdain.

‘Go find somewhere else to exist.’

Cade stood, but when he went to pick up his tray, Gobbler slammed a palm down on top of it.

‘Leave it,’ Finch snapped.

Cade felt the blood rush to his cheeks. Fear and anger twisted in his stomach like a coiled snake. His last school hadn’t been like this.

Oh, he’d experienced racism before. The disapproving stares when his mother and father went out together. The ‘random’ selections at airport security. But nothing like this.

For the briefest moment he wanted to stand up for himself. Wasn’t that what people said you should do with bullies? But this was a new school. He wasn’t that guy.

Finch placed his clenched fists on the table, then looked up at Cade with an anger in his eyes that Cade could hardly believe was possible.

‘I think he wants to say something, Finch,’ Gobbler mumbled through a mouthful.

But Cade didn’t.

Instead, he hurried away, even as shame at his cowardice sent blood rushing to his cheeks.








THREE

Place: Unknown

Date: Unknown

Year: Unknown

 

It hung in the air in front of Cade like a glazed sheet of glowing glass. An opaque barrier bisected the chasm, disappearing into the red-dust walls on either side and extending up to their summits.

Cade had almost run into it, for it had appeared suddenly in front of him, stopping him in his tracks.

He had been staring at it for the past few minutes, steeling himself to touch its surface. There was no other way out – the creature lay in the other direction.

Cade tried not to ask himself what the barrier was, or who had created it and why. He just needed to get as far away from the injured creature as possible. It could be following him, even now.

He extended a trembling finger and prodded the sheet as if it were a sleeping giant. The barrier was smooth. Smooth and chilly, like wet-slicked ice; as soon as he put pressure on it, his finger slipped to the side. It was strange to the touch, and he pulled his hand away, inspecting his finger for frostbite. But his fingertip wasn’t even cold.

Suddenly, as if it had never been there at all, the barrier was gone.

‘What … the … hell?’ Cade said slowly, waving his hand through where the wall had been.

This was too strange. He tried to stay calm, think logically, even as his heart raged in his chest. He had no choice but to follow the path; see where it led.

Cade rounded a shallow bend and saw that the passage widened ahead. He stopped, confused. Rubbed his eyes, looked again.

The chasm ahead of him appeared almost exactly like the area he had started in. The same ledge – the same rocky outcrop opposite.

Had he gone in a circle? But the path he had taken was relatively straight. There was no way this was possible.

Stranger still, the wall above the ledge was caked with dust, and the same kind of rock he’d used as a hand-axe was there too, protruding like a black jewel. This was all the same … but somehow different. As if the entire area had been sculpted to the same exact design as where he had been before. But how was that even possible?

He heard a bellow. Loud and far off, like a wounded bull. Only – it sounded human.

Cade didn’t think. Instead, he hurried in its direction, cursing the twisted ankle that sent shooting pains up his leg. The yelling only got more frantic as he neared it, but he didn’t care. Anything was better than being alone in this desolate hellscape.

Then he saw them. Another monster, crouched in front of a tall kid, his back against another slick barrier like the one Cade had seen before. He wore only his underwear, using his uniform as a matador’s cape in one hand, and a balled fist in the other.

Strangest of all, Cade recognised him, even in the shadows of the chasm. The pale blonde hair was unmistakeable, as were the broad, muscled shoulders. Eric. Another kid from his school.

If Eric had seen Cade, he gave no sign, instead punching at the beast’s face as its claws tangled in the cloth. As he did so, the creature darted forward, and the boy barely managed to evade its snapping fangs.

Cade wanted to turn back, but he knew that once the monster was done with Eric, it’d be after him. His best chance at defeating it would be when it was distracted.

So, he charged, his heart pounding as he held the hand-axe high.

Ten steps away.

Five.

He slipped in the wet mud, slamming onto his back. Ahead of him, the monster spun with a screech, its black eyes narrowed. It leaped onto him, and Cade lashed out, yelling with fear and desperation.

His hand thrust into its open gullet, the length of the hand-axe all that stopped the teeth from clamping on his wrist.

The creature choked and screeched, its claws sinking into his chest, the points breaking the skin. Blood ran down his arm, the stone’s tip slicing the roof of the beast’s mouth. Desperate, Cade kicked out, and the creature reared up, wrenching the stone from its maw.

Cade swung blindly, screaming as the monster’s head whipped towards him. But the bite never came. Instead, the beast was yanked back, blood-flecked saliva spattering his face as it choked, crooked claws grasping at its throat.

Eric had whipped his uniform’s belt around the beast’s scrawny neck, and now he heaved on it, falling to his knees.

Cade watched as Eric’s knuckles whitened, tightening the loop of cloth as he pulled back on both ends. The monster’s black eyes bulged as if they might burst from their sockets. Then there was a snap, and the eyes glazed over in death.

For a moment they remained that way, Cade panting on the ground, Eric holding the creature upright, the belt still in his hands. Then he let it fall, and stood. He kicked the corpse derisively and looked at Cade.

‘Thank you,’ Eric said.

Cade stared back. It was the first time he had ever heard Eric speak. Not in the entire six months he had known him.

Eric had kept to himself, back at school, and most of the other teens were too scared to approach him. There were even rumours that he had killed someone. Cade only knew his real name because a teacher had read it in class once.

‘You’re … you’re welcome,’ Cade stuttered, as Eric helped him to his feet.

Eric craned his neck to see the back of his shoulder. Cade saw furrows in his flesh where the monster had managed to catch him with its talons. The marks didn’t seem too deep and had already started crusting over, leaving a trail of dried blood down his back. Eric winced as he prodded at them with a large finger.

‘It was fast,’ he said, kicking his downed opponent again. ‘I didn’t think I had a chance.’

Cade nodded dumbly as Eric fished his uniform from the muddy ground and began to put it on.

It had been clever, to use the uniform to tangle the monster’s claws. As a result, the top half had been shredded, so Eric tied the arms in a knot around his waist, remaining bare chested.

For a moment they stood there awkwardly.

‘You’re from school too,’ Eric finally said.

‘Yeah,’ Cade said, holding out his hand.

‘Eric,’ Eric replied, smiling at the formality. ‘You’re Cade, right?’

Cade nodded, and Eric’s big hand enveloped Cade’s as they shook.

It was strange to introduce himself only now. They’d been in the same classes and sat near each other for so long.

‘You know what this place is?’ Cade asked, hopeful.

Eric shook his head. ‘Maybe we’re dead,’ he mumbled.

‘Like … there was a fire or something?’ Cade asked. ‘We died in our sleep?’

‘Yeah.’ Eric shrugged, bending down and unravelling the belt from the monster’s neck. ‘Maybe this is hell, and this is one of the devils. It looks like a demon to me.’

Cade stared at it, his gaze skipping from its translucent needle teeth to the inky black eyes.

‘Its head looks like one of those deep-sea fish, you know? Like a viperfish, I think they’re called?’

Eric shook his head, as if he’d never heard of them. ‘A viper.’ He shrugged. ‘As good a name as any.’

He looked down the chasm where Cade had come from, and gave him an inquisitive look.

‘Any vipers where you woke up?’

‘I fought one off,’ Cade said. ‘I hope that was all of them.’

Eric looked impressed, even a little disbelieving, but Cade felt no pride at what he had done. It had been a desperate, frantic affair. He didn’t like remembering how close he had come to death.

‘Glad you can hold your own,’ Eric said, patting Cade’s shoulder. ‘I underestimated you.’

Cade winced as he was knocked forward, knowing Eric was just being nice. The kid was as strong as a bear, and built like one too, in stark contrast to Cade’s lean frame.

Yet Cade couldn’t decide if he was lucky in finding Eric. He’d heard the rumours about Eric’s past – and this kid would have no trouble overpowering Cade if he wanted to.

Still, he gave off more of a jock vibe than anything else, now that Cade had heard him speak for the first time. He had the build for American football too.

Then, just like that, the barrier behind them winked out of existence.

Eric stared, then swiped his hand through where it had been before.

‘Yeah,’ Cade said. ‘They do that.’

For a moment he considered telling Eric about the hand-axe, still embedded in the wall somewhere behind them – it could come in useful after all. But even as he opened his mouth, he closed it again. Maybe giving a rumoured killer a new weapon wasn’t such a good idea.

Instead, he examined the canyon beyond. This time, the passage looked different, although he wasn’t exactly sure if that was a good thing.

‘I’m guessing there isn’t a way out behind us?’ Eric said, motioning the way Cade had come with his chin.

‘I don’t know,’ Cade said. ‘But there’s a viper there.’

‘Then we head this way,’ Eric said, wrapping the belt around his fist. ‘Let’s go.’








FOUR

Five months earlier

 

Cade stared at the lined paper in front of him while the teacher’s voice droned on. It was strange to be in class, in this place, but he supposed the state had to educate them.

They even had a uniform – the blue shirt and pants worn by most of the teens. A far cry from the uniform he had worn at his old school: a striped tie, shirt and blazer.

Still, Cade found it hard to concentrate. Life at this new school so far had been one that oscillated between moments of anxiety and mind-numbing, soul-crushing boredom.

This lesson was a prime example. With the teacher at the head of the small classroom, he felt safe enough. But he wasn’t learning anything new. His expensive private school had been light years ahead of what they were teaching here. The teacher was currently outlining the very basics of the American Civil War.

Cade wasn’t going to let himself fall behind, though. They had each been provided with a shiny new textbook. The class hadn’t even cracked it open that month – Cade was pretty sure many of his fellow classmates could barely read anyway.

He’d heard that the vast majority of juvenile delinquents were functionally illiterate, and knew that many of the kids here would classify as such, having been sent by court order, like he had, or because they weren’t ‘a good fit’ in mainstream schools. It had seemed impossible when he’d first discovered that, but now he saw it in action, in front of his very eyes. The reality was startling.

The teacher had barely used the whiteboard, though Cade could see the faded remains of what looked like a half-dozen examples of the male anatomy someone had drawn there in permanent marker.

With nothing better to do, Cade was slowly reading the textbook from cover to cover, working through the exercises and questions inside. There was nobody to mark his work, but it distracted him from his boredom.

He made sure to sit at the back of the classroom so nobody would see what he was doing, and he always scrunched up his work and trashed it when the lesson ended. So far, he’d gone unnoticed. He was doing the same with his textbooks in other subjects, but in history, he was on the final pages.

History was his favourite subject, mostly because his father was a college history professor. In fact, it was Cade’s high grades in history that had led to his being offered a scholarship to attend the private school.

Even with the grant, his parents struggled to make payments, but they always beamed with pride whenever Cade came home from the dorm each weekend. Of course, that had been before the incident.

Cade was finishing an essay on the Great Depression’s impact on international politics when a throat was cleared in front of him. He looked up, and suddenly boredom was replaced with gut-wrenching panic.

Mr Daniels was standing there, his hand outstretched. The teacher was a bearded giant of a man, with spectacles that seemed to have been stolen from a Harry Potter convention.

‘This isn’t personal time, Carter,’ Daniels said, tapping his foot. ‘You’re supposed to be paying attention. Stop doodling and hand it over.’

Cade hurriedly scrunched up his paper and handed it to him.

‘Sorry, sir,’ he said, earning some laughter from the others. Nobody called the teachers ‘sir’ here.

‘Shall we have a look at Carter’s artwork?’ Daniels said, striding to the front of the class.

Cade felt sweat prickle his forehead.

‘No,’ he whispered.

But Daniels was already flattening out the paper on his desk. He stared at it for a moment, and the guys in the front row craned their necks to see what it was.

‘This is …’ Daniels began, his brows furrowed.

He glanced up at Cade with surprise, then swiftly swept it into the waste basket.

‘A letter home,’ Daniels said, shaking his head. ‘Maybe save that for rec time, Carter?’

‘Yes … Mr Daniels,’ Cade said, bowing his head.

He spent the next few minutes with his eyes fixed straight ahead, ignoring the curious stares of the other students around him.

It was pure, unadulterated relief when the bell rang, and Cade and the others lined up in the corridor outside the classroom. Teachers barked orders, but by now Cade knew the routine. He stepped into the tight, three person wide formation and began to march at their command.

That was how they always walked between classes, and soon they were left in the rec room, a crowded space full of noisy students and tables and chairs, along with a television, foosball table and several stacks of old comics.

Cade didn’t spend much time here, though. It was a minefield, where one wrong move could earn resentment from other kids, and by proxy their friends. Usually he retreated to the library, a far quieter area. Given the choice between fear and boredom, he always chose the latter.

‘All right boys, let’s have a look at Cade’s letter home to Mommy,’ a voice called out.

Cade spun around in horror, only to see his essay being waved in the air by Finch. Gobbler swaggered beside him, his deepset eyes daring Cade to provoke him.

Clearly, Finch had fished the paper out of the wastebasket in class. Already, a crowd had gathered around him.

Even as Cade made to leave, Finch unfolded the paper and cleared his throat as the others laughed and gathered to listen.

‘Dear Mommy,’ he began, in an exaggerated tone, before turning his eyes to the writing at the top of the page. ‘The Black Friday stock-market collapse of 1929 set off a global …’

He stopped, confused. The room fell silent, and Cade seethed with fear. This was far worse than Daniels reading it in class.


‘Hold up,’ Finch said, scratching his head. ‘You were writing this shit … for fun?’

Cade snatched at the paper, but Finch held it out of reach.

‘I’m just trying to learn,’ Cade replied. ‘Like everyone else.’

 ‘No, not like everyone else,’ Finch said, holding the paper higher as Cade jumped for it. ‘You don’t see us writing this shit, rich boy.’

The onlookers laughed, and Cade cringed. His parents had never been rich.

‘I’ve seen you avoiding us, all high and mighty. You think you’re better than us, Apu?’

Cade backed away with his palms raised.

‘I’m just – I’m trying to get by, like everyone else,’ he said.

‘Listen to him. “Get by”?’ Finch put on a pompous British accent, though Cade sounded nothing like it. ‘Why’d your parents send you here, you not clean your room?’

‘Nah man, he forgot to mow the lawn,’ Gobbler chimed in.

More laughter.

‘I got done for grand theft,’ Cade snapped.

That shut them up. But even as he said it, he realised it was a mistake.

‘Yo,’ another boy said, a pasty-faced boy. ‘Man thinks he’s gangster.’

‘Watch out boys,’ Finch laughed. ‘Apu here’s a kingpin.’

‘King Apu,’ someone yelled.

‘Bow to His Majesty,’ said another, bending in mock reverence.


Finch bowed too, letting the essay fall to the ground. Cade backed away, stuttering denials and shaking his head. Finally, Finch turned around, distracted by a shout from someone across the room. It was his turn on the foosball table. Just like that, the crowd began to disperse, the afternoon’s entertainment seemingly over.

Cade fought back bitter tears and sought refuge somewhere else. He couldn’t leave – most of the onlookers were now leaning against the wall by the door. But there was a line of ragged armchairs up against one wall. Usually these were occupied, but today they were mostly empty, perhaps because of the kid sitting among them, reading a magazine.

Eric. He ate alone, and spoke to nobody, not even during rec time. He simply glowered at anyone who came near him, and few did.


After all, he was a veritable giant, lifting weights in the gym and standing several inches above Cade’s own five-foot eight frame. No one wanted to mess with him.

At this point, Cade didn’t care. He threw himself into the seat furthest away from the boy. Only, instead of glaring, Eric gave him a level look. Was that sympathy in his eyes? Before Cade could decide, Eric turned back to his reading.


Cade was glad to have not annoyed him, but even so his hands shook with frustration. King Apu. His new nickname.

Someone tapped his shoulder. Cade looked up, preparing himself for another barrage of insults, but instead found himself face to face with a short, stout kid with glasses so thick they looked like the bottoms of soda bottles. Cade knew him by his nickname, Spex, though he knew from the teachers calling on him that his real name was Carlos. He held out Cade’s essay.

Cade took it and stuffed it into his pocket.

‘Thanks,’ he muttered.

Spex sat down next to him. Even the librarians called him that, and Cade often saw him reading the same book: Guinness World Records.

Cade wondered why he’d come to talk to him. After this, nobody would want to be caught dead with him. But then, he’d seen Finch haranging Spex too.

‘You’re really here for grand theft?’ Spex asked.

‘Yeah,’ Cade said. ‘Doesn’t mean I did it.’

Spex nodded contemplatively. Cade hesitated, then finally found the courage to speak.

‘My roommate stole a dozen laptops from my school. He must have kept them hidden under my bed, because the school found them during a room inspection. Called the police right away.’

‘Did you tell them it wasn’t you?’ Spex asked.

‘I did. But my roommate’s family was rich, you know? Donors to the school. Why would he steal the laptops? He didn’t need the money. But me? A poor kid on a scholarship? I got expelled right away.’

‘That sucks, man,’ Spex said.

Cade had loved that school. Then the laptops had been found. Everyone had believed it so … easily. Nobody expressed surprise. Their assumptions about him had been lurking just beneath the surface.

‘The police said they found my fingerprints all over them,’ Cade went on. ‘And stupid me, I believed them. You know the police can lie to get a confession?’

Spex shrugged.

‘My parents tried to fight it, but they were in shock. Couldn’t believe I might have done something like this. They told me to do whatever the lawyer said,’ Cade went on. ‘Only that crappy, overworked public defender couldn’t be bothered to take it to court. He said if I pled guilty, the judge would take pity on me.’

Cade cringed at the memory of it.

‘The laptops were expensive – it was grand theft, a felony. So the judge said I had to come here for a year, or he’d send me to juvie.’

Spex shook his head. ‘Man, you got screwed. But hey, this place is better than juvie.’

Cade nodded dully. ‘What about you?’

‘Forgot to clean my room.’ Spex winked, the gesture all the more noticeable behind his magnified glasses.

‘Seriously?’ Cade laughed.

It felt good to laugh. It felt like the first time he had done so in a long, long time.

‘Nah,’ Spex sighed. ‘My parents are devout Catholics, and I’ve been straying from,’ he crooked his fingers, ‘the path.’

He shrugged.

‘They’d been threatening sending me to this place for years. If I missed church, it was “we’re sending you to that bootcamp”. Skip class – “bootcamp”. Bad grades – “bootcamp”. Never thought they’d do it. Then one night they catch me out with a girl, sneaking a beer in the park. And I thought it would be a good idea to run away for a few days after that.’

Cade groaned in sympathy. ‘Worst. Idea. Ever.’

Spex nodded. ‘I won’t argue with you. Brazilian families, they’re judgemental, you know? I swear, half the time my parents were more worried about what my grandma would think than what they thought. And when I ran away, the whole family found out. Even back in Brazil.’

He gave a long sigh and pushed his glasses up his nose.

‘I went home when I ran out of money, and that was the last straw.’

Cade opened his mouth to speak again, but Spex was already on his feet.

‘Maybe see you in the library sometime. Take care, Cade.’

Then he was walking away, leaving Cade to his thoughts.

Cade didn’t dare to hope Spex would hang out with him, at least not in public. But now Cade didn’t feel quite so alone. Not a friend but … someone.

Someone who didn’t hate him.








FIVE

Place: Unknown

Date: Unknown
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The passage widened. One minute they were shuffling sideways through a tight corridor of rough-hewn rock, the next they found it falling away. Now they stood in a V-shaped opening, and beyond an expansive plain of flat, white ground lay before them.

‘Is this a salt flat?’ Cade said, unable to take his eyes from the shimmering expanse. ‘I saw one on a documentary once.’

It was almost identical to the one he had seen all those years ago, stretching endlessly into the horizon, the crystals that coated its surface glimmering in the dusk glow. The dry heat seemed to suck the very moisture from Cade’s skin.

Cade turned as Eric grunted with surprise. They had walked out of one of three identical passages, all converging on the opening they now stood in.

‘Look,’ Eric said, pointing at the wall on their left side.

To Cade’s amazement there was a basin there, carved into the rock itself, protruding from its wall like a shallow bathtub. As they approached, they saw the barest trickle of water seeping into the receptacle from the cliff above and, within, a still pool waited for them.

Both immediately began slurping cupped handfuls of the lukewarm liquid into their dry mouths, gulping it down until their bellies sloshed full to bursting, then drinking some more.

It was heavenly, and for the briefest moment Cade could think of nothing else. He hadn’t realised just how thirsty he had been.

‘Save some for us, would you?’ a voice called from behind.

Cade spun, only to find himself looking at the gap-toothed grin of a scrawny ginger kid. He wore the same uniform, and he held a hand-axe.

‘I’m as thirsty as a hungover camel,’ the kid continued.

Beyond, Cade spotted a second kid peering at him from the shadows of the passage they had emerged from, another bloodied hand-axe in his fist.

‘Scott,’ the first kid said, giving Cade’s hand a cursory shake before scooping up a handful of water for himself. ‘And this is Yoshi.’ He leaned in conspiratorially and mumbled through a mouthful, ‘But don’t mention Mario Kart, OK? He doesn’t seem to like that.’

Cade backed away as Scott dipped his head into the basin like a horse at a trough. He watched as the water level fell with each heave of his shoulders.

Yoshi approached, his face dark with foreboding – a grim contrast to the smiling Scott. Yoshi was new to the school, and Cade knew little about him. His hair was thick, styled in a sweeping wave, with sharp cheekbones and a thin mouth beneath.

The boy sidled out of the shadows.

‘Sup,’ he said, giving Cade a curt nod before joining Scott at the basin. By now, Eric had stepped aside too, and the large boy looked bemused at the new pair. Somehow, everyone seemed a whole lot calmer than Cade felt.

By the time the two were done, there was barely any water left, and Scott groaned and clutched his distended belly with mock exaggeration.

‘So,’ he said, wiping his face with the back of his hand. ‘Any ideas how we got here?’

Cade looked at Eric, who shrugged, then said, ‘I think we’re dead.’

Scott slapped the hulking boy’s back and laughed. ‘The big dude speaks at last.’

Cade remembered Scott now. Like Yoshi, Scott was a recent arrival at the school. He’d taken a few joyrides, or so Cade had heard. The kid was obsessed with cars.

But Cade didn’t have time to search his memory for long. A blood-curdling scream drifted from the third passageway, tearing Cade from his thoughts and setting his teeth on edge. A human scream.

Then, before he could even consider heading towards it, the same glowing wall that he had seen before appeared, blocking the three passages.

‘Sounds like someone didn’t make it,’ Eric growled, striding to the wall and pressing his fists against its surface. ‘The vipers got them.’

Silence.

‘You see the monsters too?’ Scott finally said.

Eric gave him a slow nod.

‘So, what’s the verdict?’ Scott asked. ‘Mutants? Monsters that go bump in the night?’

‘Hell,’ Eric muttered, scooping up a handful of the reddish sand from the ground and letting it trickle through his fingers.

‘He’s a cheerful one.’ Scott winked. ‘Yoshi, any thoughts to add?’

Yoshi gave Scott a level look.

‘No,’ he said, taking another sip of water.

Scott chuckled and turned to Cade, who shrugged and looked out at the salt flats again.

‘Someone put us here,’ Cade said. ‘And someone built this place – the layout is identical down each passage. I think they’re watching us. Why else go to all this effort?’

‘A military exercise?’ Eric asked.

‘Maybe,’ Cade said, squinting at the horizon. ‘Maybe we’re guinea pigs in some kind of experiment.’

‘So they knocked us out with gas or something in the dorm rooms,’ Yoshi said.

‘I don’t think so. I wasn’t sleeping, I just … appeared here,’ Scott said. ‘And why this? A glowing forcefield, some creatures straight from a lunatic’s nightmares, and putting us in a weird canyon they built to look real. Then giving us nothing but a rock to fight them with? What the hell kind of experiment is that?’

Cade shook his head. ‘The real question is, what do we do now? There’s water here, but it won’t last us, even with that trickle refilling it.’

‘We’ll go hungry too,’ Eric agreed. ‘We can’t stay here.’

‘Oh right, let’s go wandering around the desert,’ Scott said sarcastically. ‘Sure to be plenty of water and food there.’

Cade gritted his teeth, glaring at the endless flats in front of him as if he could force the answer of where to go next. And then … he saw it.

At first he thought he was imagining things, but then it happened again. A glimmer. Flashing, like a polished piece of glass spinning in the wind.

‘There’s something out there,’ he said, pointing at the horizon. If he squinted, he could just make out a few specs of black. Objects of some kind, or a trick of the light.

Eric appeared by his side and peered into the distance.

‘I see it,’ he grunted. ‘Something shining.’

‘Whatever it is, it’s miles away,’ Scott grumbled.

‘Well, we should finish the water and head for that,’ Eric said. ‘It’s metal, maybe glass. That means civilisation.’

‘Or a sniper scope,’ Scott said airily.

‘Or a camera, filming us,’ Yoshi added.

‘Whatever it is, we leave at sunrise tomorrow,’ Eric said. ‘Soon it’ll be too dark to see where we’re going.’

‘It’s already night,’ Yoshi said. His voice was quiet, but the fear in his voice cut through Cade’s thoughts like a hot knife. ‘We can leave now.’

Cade turned, confused. Yoshi was staring into the sky.

‘But it’ll be dark soon,’ Cade said. ‘We need the light to see where that reflection is coming from.’

Yoshi didn’t respond, only continued to gaze upwards, and pointed with a trembling finger.

Cade looked up, and suddenly his knees seemed to buckle as he saw what was there.

A red-orange moon hung in the sky, casting the wan light that Cade had taken for the dim light of a sunset. A second, smaller moon floated in front of it, like a white baseball orbiting a basketball.

‘That’s … it’s not—’ Cade began, but his mind couldn’t begin to form a reasonable explanation. He had to be dreaming. This was impossible.

‘Yoshi …’ Scott said. ‘I’ve got a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more.’








SIX

Three months earlier

 

‘Turn.’

Cade turned sideways, and the counsellor leaned closer with his flashlight. They were doing body checks on all the boys, making sure there were no unusual bruises. If they found injury or markings, it was a sign that they’d been in a fight. That meant punishments – if you didn’t rat out who’d done it.

Cade couldn’t believe that the adults didn’t differentiate between fighting and a beatdown. How was it fair that if some boys jumped Cade, the counsellors would punish him for getting beaten up?

Luckily, his strategy of keeping to himself had kept him mostly safe so far. He got bullied in passing, which had never happened at his old school, but here nobody hated him enough to risk being punished for attacking him.

It wasn’t much of an existence, but it would be over eventually.

The counsellor grunted with approval before moving on. They were in a barracks-style room, among the bunk beds that went wall to wall.

The place was cramped and smelled like a locker room, and he’d even seen mice scampering about. And the counsellors only seemed to care about getting through the day, and keeping the boys in check. Even the therapy sessions often devolved into sports talk.

He knew not all therapeutic schools were like this. In fact, he knew many of them were good places, that helped troubled kids learn leadership and disclipline.

He just didn’t think this was one of them. And he knew he didn’t belong here.

Cade had almost told his parents about the conditions there. But he didn’t want to worry them, especially since they couldn’t change anything. He didn’t mention it on his weekly calls, or the few times they visited.

His dad hadn’t visited him for two months. His mom said it was too painful for him, so she came alone last time. Cade had asked her to stop coming so often. After all, when he had been at the private boarding school, he had seen his parents only a few times a year.

‘Nice chicken legs,’ said a kid standing behind Cade. ‘You got some spaghetti arms too, damn. Yo, guys …’

Cade swiftly tugged his uniform back on, and the kid gave up, his friends uninterested in mocking Cade’s body. He’d always been thin, and had already lost weight at the school, in part because Gobbler stole his food several times a week – and what he didn’t steal, Cade rarely finished.

This was compounded with the exercises they did, seemingly endless press-ups, jumping jacks and assault courses. Despite the exercise, he felt himself weakening. Drifting through the corridors like a ghost, careful not to be seen, not to be heard. He never spoke at their group therapy sessions – but then, few did.

A shout snapped Cade out of his reverie, and he suddenly saw two kids wrestling further down the room. The counsellor had moved on to the rec room to check on the others.

It was typical. Scores were always settled directly after the body checks; it gave the best chance of any bruises to heal before the next inspection.

But this was more than a tussle, he realised. It was two on one, and Cade recognised all of them. Gobbler had pinned someone to the ground, and Jim was helping him, if somewhat reluctantly. And he’d know those glasses anywhere. They had jumped Spex.

‘Get him up,’ Finch said, striding into view, a few of his cronies following.

Cade could see the reluctance on Jim’s face and in his body language. It was like he was trying to hold Spex without actually touching him.

‘Heard you’ve been talking shit about me, Spex,’ Finch said as Gobbler hauled the boy to his feet.

‘I didn’t say anything, man. You got the wrong guy.’ Spex’s chest heaved with fear, and his words were choked by Gobbler’s thick forearm around his neck.

Finch tapped his chin. ‘Maybe.’

He stared contemplatively at Spex, then his fist whipped forward, thudding into the boy’s stomach. Spex doubled over as the breath whooshed out of him, followed by a mouthful of vomit.

For the briefest moment, Spex caught Cade’s eye and, despite the pain, he motioned with his head, almost imperceptibly.

‘Just in case,’ Finch said.

Cade knew what Spex wanted. He wanted Cade to get an adult. But that was taking a side. That was making a choice.

‘Jim, get over here,’ Finch said.

Jim went to stand beside him, and Cade could see the terror on Jim’s face.

‘Hit him,’ Finch said.

Cade stayed hidden in the shadow of the doorway. The corridor was so close, the rec room just a few dozen feet away. He could do it. And yet he was frozen by indecision. By fear. He felt sickened with himself.

‘He l-looks like he’s had enough,’ Jim stuttered.

Finch laughed.

‘He’s faking,’ he said, lifting Spex’s chin, drool dribbling from the boy’s mouth. Spex was gasping like a beached fish, taking small, shallow breaths.

‘Come on. Do you have my back or not?’

Jim hung his head, and Spex turned his face to Cade once more. Pleading with his eyes.

Cade knew why they’d picked Spex: he had no real friends to protect him. There would be no retaliation, only a small risk of intervention. Finch was a cold, calculating bastard.

Now that Cade thought about it, it could easily have been him. They’d just spotted Spex first.

‘You’re with us, or you’re with him,’ Finch said, moving closer and forcing Jim to meet his gaze. Now, Finch’s face was but an inch from Jim’s, and Cade saw the boy’s resolve waver.

Again, Cade glanced at the door, only to see another member of Finch’s crew standing outside. A lookout. Cade doubted they would stop him from leaving, but they’d know who’d gone for help. Cade willed himself to move, but he stayed rooted to the spot.

‘Come on,’ Cade urged himself under his breath. ‘Do it.’

There was a slap. Cade saw the imprint of Jim’s palm blazing red across Spex’s cheek, and heard glasses clatter to the ground. Then a crunch as Finch stomped down, shattering them. Jim had made his choice. And Cade his.

‘Good man,’ Finch said, clapping Jim on the back.

Gobbler left Spex to collapse to his knees, and the group filed out of the room, congratulating Jim.

‘Oh, and Spex?’ Finch called over his shoulder. ‘If you tell anyone about this, I will hunt you down. Blind you permanent.’

Then they were gone, their laughter receding down the corridor.

Spex cradled the broken pieces of his glasses in his hands, blood bubbling on the corner of his mouth. Cade hurried over, picking up the pieces and placing them in Spex’s hands.

‘Cade?’ Spex said, looking blearily up at him.

‘I’m so sorry, Spex. There was a guy at the door … I couldn’t.’

‘Yeah. Whatever,’ Spex said, touching the side of his mouth. His lip was swollen. There was no hiding that. Serious punishments were meted out for fighting, and it would only be worse if Spex didn’t tell them who else had been involved.

‘You gonna tell?’ Cade whispered.

‘Nah,’ Spex said.

Cade hovered uncertainly. Spex wiped his chin and staggered to the nearest bunk.

‘Can I … can I get you anything?’

Spex shook his head, staring at his broken glasses.

‘Just leave me alone,’ he whispered.

Cade opened his mouth. Closed it.

Then he went back to his bed, staring at the names scratched into the metal slats of the bunk above him. There was nothing he could have done.

So why did he feel so guilty?
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Heat. It was almost all Cade could think about. The red moon and its smaller, pale satellite had sunk below the horizon hours ago. But a sun, white and hot as Earth’s own, had risen to replace them, turning the plane of white into a glaring, dry desert, and leaving the horizon shimmering with heat.

They were travelling blind, trudging endlessly in what Cade hoped was the right direction, aided only by the glimmering thing he might have seen, but what could well have been a mirage, or his own desperate imagination. Their only bearings were their footprints trailing in a straight line, pointing back to the outcrop of rocks.

Stranger still was the sight of another two outcrops, identical in size and shape, beside their own. Cade assumed there could be other people there, facing the exact same situation that they had.

It had been too hot to discuss investigating it. Only to acknowledge it and continue on.

‘Is something out there, or am I seeing things,’ Eric croaked, pointing with his uninjured arm. ‘The gleam?’

Cade looked up and squinted at the horizon once more. The view danced and shifted in front of his eyes, and before long he had to close them and shade his face.

‘I don’t see anything,’ Cade replied, forcing each word through his parched throat.

‘Maybe we should turn back?’ Scott rasped. ‘Get one last drink in before we die. I’d prefer a coke, but beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘No,’ Eric said, stumbling past Cade. ‘It’s there. I know it’s there.’

Cade didn’t look up. He followed Eric’s footsteps, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. It was more than likely a mirage, but there was no turning back. He’d rather die fast in the heat and have had a chance than slowly waste away in the shade.

Left. Right. Over and over, he stumbled forward, refusing to let his gaze stray to where they were headed. Not even when Scott let out a hoarse cry, and Eric turned his walk into a run. If he didn’t look, it still might be real.

But something strange happened. The crystal-white ground had suddenly ended, and now he was walking on soil. Soil and dried grass.

Left.

Right.

Then a shout of surprise from Eric. Cade finally looked up, wincing at the self-inflicted crick in his neck. And gaped.

A corpse sat on the ground, hunched over like a monk in prayer.

It was practically a skeleton, though the skin still clung to its bones. It was a desiccated mummy, preserved by the arid heat of the desert. Scraps of red cloth hung from its body in a shroud, and a metal disc dangled from its neck on a leather braid, twisting in the faint breeze. It barely shone now, for the sun was beyond it, but it was the only reflective surface he could see.

Cade had never seen a dead body before, and he choked back a gasp of horror. Bile rose in his throat, but he swallowed it back with some difficulty. He didn’t want the others to see him puke his guts out.

‘Who the hell is that?’ Scott groaned.

‘That’s a good question,’ a voice called out.

Cade spun, elated to hear a new voice. The smile died on his lips before it had even begun.

Three new arrivals were toiling across the salt flats behind them, and they were the last people he wanted to see. Finch, Jim and Gobbler.

Overheated and fatigued, Cade couldn’t think, only watch as the boys trudged closer. Of the three, only Finch appeared injured, with blood staining his uniform. Had they survived the same trials, with the vipers?

‘We followed you,’ Finch rasped, stopping a few feet away. ‘If you know what’s going on, you’d better tell us.’


Cade swallowed, trying to moisten his throat, but Finch continued before he could reply.

‘Eric, Scott,’ Finch said, nodding his head at Eric with a modicum of respect. He ignored Cade and Yoshi, and walked over to the corpse.

‘Wait—’ Cade began, but Finch snatched the metal disc from the fraying leather thong and peered at it.

‘Gibberish,’ he growled, closing his fingers.

Cade’s curiosity almost outweighed his fear of the boy. Almost.

‘Well, now that we’re all here, we’d better make a plan,’ Scott said loudly. ‘Unless we want to end up like our new friend here.’

‘We need to keep going,’ Yoshi said.

‘Great idea,’ Finch said, clapping his hands slowly. ‘Think of that one all by yourself?’

Gobbler sniggered, but Yoshi didn’t seem fazed. He simply stared at them with his dark eyes.


‘So, you know what’s going on?’ Finch asked, directing his question to Eric.

Eric ignored him.

‘Maybe these men did,’ Yoshi said, pointing ahead. More bodies, these ones half covered in salt and sand. Cade had almost missed them.

Cade took a few steps closer, giving Finch and his crew a wide berth. Jim may have been a party boy, but Finch and Gobbler were prone to acts of violence.

Now that he looked around him, he could see that there were many more corpses, at least a dozen. But these looked different from the previous one. They wore faded, patterned pants, and had been better preserved, perhaps due to the sand that half covered them. Cade felt his gorge rise at the sight of them for a second time, and once more he resisted the urge to throw up.

They were all emaciated, bearded and hollow-eyed, but he could still see the dried blood from the wounds that had killed them. Not claw-marks, at least not as far as he could tell, but instead what looked like stab wounds to their torsos. In fact, he saw what might have been an arrow sticking from one’s shoulder, but he didn’t want to get closer to check.

Still, even taking in all these details, the strangest part was their skin. They were pale, with a hint of yellowing from desiccation, but all were tattooed with strange whorls of blue, seemingly from their faces to their toes.

‘Weird looking bunch,’ Finch said, stepping over the body. ‘Come on, boys.’

He swaggered on with a confidence that Cade thought had to be an act. Cade fell back with Eric, Scott and Yoshi.

‘You have a better plan?’ Scott asked Eric, with genuine interest.

Eric gazed after the trio ahead of them. ‘Better to stick together.’

They caught up with the others, and as they moved away from the corpses, Cade took note of the ground. The area surrounding them was uneven, and made entirely of soil, scattered only with sand and salt. There were the remains of what had once been grass beneath his feet, roasted to a yellow crisp by the hot sun. Nothing like that should be able to grow here.

Stranger still, it seemed to be formed in a perfect square, as if someone had built a giant soccer field in the middle of the desert. Had someone teleported a giant hunk of earth and dropped it on top of the salt flat? Just like he had been dropped on the ledge?

As they walked back on to the salt, more bodies appeared, these ones lined up in a row. They resembled the first – dressed in ragged red cloth and with no beards. If anything, it would appear that two opposing forces had done battle here – the blue-skins against the red-cloths. And the red-cloths had won.

‘Well, that’s not a good sign,’ Scott groaned.

‘Somebody put all those bodies there,’ Cade said. ‘Laid them out. And look at the ground – it’s all torn up.’ He could see footprints in the salt, like a cheap sandal might leave. ‘There were people here, a lot of them.’

‘Hey, check this out,’ Eric called.

Cade walked around the bodies, and his heart leaped at the sight ahead. Among what looked like a pile of trash – bits of wood, scraps of cloth and other detritus – were pots. Or vases. Whatever they were, they could be a sign of the one thing they needed most. Water.

They stumbled towards the pile like zombies, mesmerised by the sight. Cade lifted one of the vases by the handles on both sides, and heard the slosh of liquid within.

‘It’s a freaking miracle,’ Scott yelled hoarsely, picking up one for himself. The top had been plugged by a cork, but Scott tore it out with his teeth and tipped the pot back, drinking its contents without so much as a sniff to check it.

He gulped for a few more seconds, then came up for air with a gasp.

‘Too good to be true,’ he said, bringing it back up to his lips. The others rushed to collect their own, and Cade was thankful that there were more than enough to go around.

The next few minutes were spent in silence but for the groans of relief and the guzzling of water. Cade could feel the life returning to his body with every mouthful. But with each sip, he couldn’t help feeling uneasy.

It was too good to be true. Who would leave water here, in the middle of this desert, among rows of bodies?

This had been planned. The water, certainly. Maybe even the disc around that corpse’s neck. It was like a test … a puzzle. And they were the guinea pigs.

If this was a puzzle, then Cade knew that every detail mattered.

He looked at the jug in his hands. It was a faded rust colour, like the terracotta pots his mother used for plants. But older, like the containers he’d seen in museum trips his historian father had dragged him on. He’d learned there that they were called amphorae. The drinking vessels of the ancient world.

‘What did the disc say?’ Cade asked, his curiosity finally outweighing his fear of Finch. It could be a key piece to this puzzle, and he needed to see it.

Finch held his gaze for a moment, then shrugged. He tossed it over, smiling as it fell short and Cade had to scramble in the salt to get it.

Cade picked it up and stared down at the markings there. It was rough, the letters and numbers made up of holes punched through rather than genuine engraving. But the alphanumerics were clear as day, and they shocked Cade to his core. He stared, his mouth flapping open. It was the last thing he had expected to see.

‘Maybe not so useless after all,’ Finch said, his piercing blue eyes boring into Cade’s face. ‘Spit it out.’

Cade let the token fall to the ground, trying to wrap his head around it. It had to be a trick. This all had to be a trick.

‘I said spit it out,’ Finch snapped.

‘It says… Legio IX,’ Cade said, spelling out the last two letters. ‘Then Hispana.’

Finch stared at him blankly. Only Scott had any reaction at all, furrowing his brows as if trying to remember something.

‘So?’ he asked.

‘It says he was a Roman soldier,’ Cade said, hardly able to believe his own words. ‘From the Ninth Legion.’








EIGHT

One month earlier

 

Cade gasped and staggered to his feet, nausea roiling through his stomach like a coiled snake.

‘Again!’ the counsellor shouted. ‘Three more.’

Down he went, flat on his belly, then up into the press up position, an awkward hop into a crouch, and finally the jump straight into the air, his hands pointed at the sky.

Burpees, they called them, a terrible, full body exercise that used his own weight against him. Cade had thought the name funny at first. It wasn’t funny anymore.

‘Down,’ the counsellor barked. ‘Faster.’

Cade went down.

It had been so stupid. Gobbler had tripped him up in the canteen, sticking out his leg when Cade walked past. Cade hadn’t been looking, too focused on finding his table among the crowd.

Usually, he sat with Eric. Not beside him, but at the same table. Even though Eric pointedly ignored Cade, he was safer territory than the others. Having somewhere to sit made Cade’s life a little easier.

In any case, when Cade had fallen, he’d smacked his face on the floor. Just a minor bruise on his cheek, but the wardens had seen it later that day and threatened him with punishment if he didn’t tell them who else had been involved.

But the kids here didn’t rat on each other – the code of silence was ubiquitous, and those who broke it were duly treated with contempt, even violence, by all if they were found out. Cade kept his mouth shut, and he was given a month on ‘punishment duty’.

For the past four weeks, each lunch break and evening, he was put through his paces: push ups, star jumps, and of course the dreaded burpees.

He’d do the assault courses at full tilt, only to be told to run back to the start and do it all over again.

The red-faced counsellors would scream in his face for minutes at a time, daring him to do anything other than stare straight ahead, his body rigid and at attention.

One had bellowed their job was to break him down, so they could build him back up again. But Cade didn’t think he needed breaking, or fixing for that matter. Most of the students didn’t.

A garbled voice came from the counsellor’s pocket radio, jarring Cade from his thoughts. The blood was pounding too hard in his ears for him to hear it.

‘Two four,’ the man replied. ‘Sending him now.’

Cade, suddenly able to stand still, swayed on the grass. Then, in a sudden bout of nausea, he puked.

‘You’re done,’ the counsellor said, wrinkling his nose. ‘Now run back to your room, and I better not see you slow down on the way.’

Cade stumbled away, forcing himself into a half jog as he wiped his mouth. He watched the other boys, tossing around a ball out in the yard. Though he wouldn’t have had the courage to ask to join in before, he still felt a pang of jealousy.

The counsellors there had separated him from the others, just as they had done to Spex a few months earlier. It was a strange mix of detention and solitary confinement, with his lunches brought to his tiny new room, and his evenings spent alone there too. The only time he spent with the other students was in class.

At the time, he’d scoffed at the punishment. Hell, he’d even wondered if he’d prefer it in there. Time to himself, away from Finch and the others.

Now, staggering back into his room, he hated being there. The drip, drip of condensation from the air vent was almost intolerable, yet it broke the heavy silence that had been his downtime for the past month.

Cade had thought he would be able to meditate. Write letters in his head. Plan his life. But instead his mind raced, endlessly. He couldn’t calm it, even when he did his homework, such as it was. He could hardly sleep.

The regret over what had happened seemed to bounce around his skull, while anxiety squeezed his chest like a vice. His parents, loving though they were, had believed the school. The police. That it had been him.

That, in many ways, was the most painful part of all. The injustice of being falsely accused still hurt. It made him rage, at least in private. Scream into his pillow.

But though the judge had practically forced his parents to send him here, the way they had acted after the incident had not. Disappointment and resentment, as if he had let them down. When none of it had been his fault.

Still, he missed them. Punishment duty also meant no contact with parents. No calls, visits; even letters had to wait until after.

Cade’s belly rumbled, despite his recent vomiting, and he pushed away the angry thoughts. Food would be arriving soon. He ate later than the others, and the food was always cold when it was delivered.

The portions were at least generous – likely they scraped up the surplus of what was left in the canteen after the main meal. And there was no Gobbler to steal his meals.

In the midst of such misery, he had made a decision. That he would not let himself waste away. That he would stay healthy. They had taken his freedom, his joy. But they would not take away his body.

So, each day he ate all his food. His workouts, as he tried to think of them, at least now served some purpose beyond punishment.

Already he was seeing results. He was filling out, and this time without that paunch around his middle. He had been in terrible shape before, in part due to the Jalebis and other Indian sweets his mother used to send to him at boarding school.

Now, his stomach was flat, and his chest wasn’t. His arms now had definition, and didn’t hang like a scarecrow’s from the sleeves of his blue uniform. Even now, he admired his new shape in the room’s small mirror. No Hercules, but no scrawny beanpole either.

The door rattled and Cade looked up, startled from his reverie. It swung open, creaking on its hinges. A teacher stood there.

‘Come on,’ the man said.

‘Am I going back to the dorm?’ Cade asked, glad that punishment duty might be over with, but sad to lose his private room.

‘I said come on,’ the man snapped. ‘I won’t ask again.’

Cade shrugged and hurried after him. It took a few more minutes of walking to see where he was going. Visitation. The small room where the parents could see their kids.

Cursing the timing, Cade licked his hands and tried to fix his hair into some semblance of decency for his parents. He was sweaty from the workout, and he knew he likely stank.

The teacher stood at the window in the visitation room, and Cade sat down on the ragged old sofa, his parents opposite. A coffee table scattered with leaflets of smiling kids lay between them.

He felt a mixture of joy and sadness fill him when he saw them. His father gave him a thin smile as he entered the room, but neither spoke until he had sat down.

‘How are you, Cade?’ his mother asked, putting a hand on his knee.

She seemed so tired. There were fresh lines on her face.

‘I’m fine,’ Cade said, putting on a brave face. ‘I’ve been exercising. Want to see my guns?’

He lifted his arms and tweaked his bicep. She forced a smile at his cheesy joke, but Cade knew her heart wasn’t in it. His father was no better – he looked haggard. Why didn’t he say something? He just wanted to hear his dad’s voice.

‘We understand you’ve been fighting,’ his mother said.

‘I tripped, that’s all,’ Cade said quickly, hearing the worry in her voice.

She shook her head. ‘You don’t need to lie, Cade.’

Cade felt a flash of anger. The same anger he’d felt when his father had first spoken to him after he’d been arrested. Asked him if he’d done it.

‘I’m not lying,’ Cade said, trying to keep his voice calm.

She sighed and looked away, as if holding back tears.

‘How have you guys been?’ Cade asked, after a moment of awkward silence.


His father paused, and he saw his parents exchange a glance. It was only then that he noticed the distance between them. His father sitting behind her rather than beside her. The way she leaned away while he was speaking. They’d been arguing. He knew it.

‘We’re hanging in there,’ his father said, giving Cade a tight-lipped smile. ‘Talking to your old school, seeing if they’ll take you back.’

Cade took a deep breath, resisting the urge to let his temper run away with him.

‘Don’t waste your time,’ Cade said. ‘They think I did it.’

‘They said they might consider it, if we pay full price.’

‘Don’t,’ Cade pleaded. ‘We can’t afford it. And everyone there will treat me like a thief.’

‘Cade, we can’t just give up on your education!’ his father snapped. His mother flinched at the noise.

‘What’s done is done. Don’t let it cost us any more,’ Cade said, ignoring the pain in his father’s eyes.

‘If you don’t go back, what does your future look like?’ his father asked. ‘You’d be lucky to get into a community college, let alone a top university. This isn’t another few months, this is your whole life!’

‘Shut up about that, all right?’ Cade snapped back. ‘You think I don’t know, you think I don’t—’

Cade forced himself to calm, taking several slow breaths. He hadn’t realised how angry he had become. He’d worked so hard keeping his emotions hidden from the others, but now it was all spilling out on the people he loved.

Shame heated his cheeks, and he wiped the damp from the corners of his eyes. What was he becoming?

‘We’re doing it,’ Cade’s father said. ‘Soon as you get out.’

‘It’s not like I can stop you,’ Cade muttered. He sat there, staring at his hands, until his father cleared his throat.

‘So,’ his dad said, avoiding Cade’s eyes. ‘You must know why we’re here.’

Cade stared at him blankly. ‘Because you heard I was fighting?’

He saw his father take his mother’s hand, and her pull it from his grip. The sight was like a knife in Cade’s heart. They wouldn’t be arguing if it wasn’t for him.

‘No, Cade. It’s about me.’ Cade’s mother said. ‘I’m not going to be visiting as often.’

‘You’re not?’ Cade’s heart quickened.

‘Did you not get my letter?’ his mother asked, and now he could see her anger too as she glared at the guard behind them.

‘I’ve been on punishment duty,’ Cade whispered. ‘Remember?’

His mother took in a sharp breath.

‘What’s happening?’ Cade said quickly before she could ask about it.

‘Money’s been tight lately,’ she said. ‘What with the fine for the laptops, the fees for this place. I’m going back to work. It’s full time and with the drive up here being so long …’

Cade felt his heart quicken in his chest. The visits were painful for him, true, but they were the only thing that reminded him of the outside world. That there was a life waiting for him, if he could only get through this.

And his mother, having to go back to work? She loved being retired. Had worked hard her whole life just so she could.

This was all his fault.

‘We’ll still call every week, OK?’ Cade’s mother said. ‘We love you.’

Cade closed his eyes, trying to fight back the black wave of despair. This wasn’t fair. None of this was.

Tears sprung up in the corners of his eyes, and he turned his face away. He couldn’t let them to see him cry.

‘Love you guys,’ he whispered.

They had driven a long way to see him, but he couldn’t bear it a moment longer. He stood and nodded to the guard.

‘Cade,’ his father’s called, his voice almost pleading.

He didn’t look back.








NINE

Place: Unknown

Date: Unknown

Year: Unknown

 

‘It’s a prank,’ Cade said. ‘It has to be.’

‘What do you mean?’ Finch growled.

Cade closed his eyes, trying to remember.

‘The Ninth Legion supposedly went missing in the early second century, probably somewhere in modern-day Scotland,’ he said, thinking back to the long discussions he’d had with his father on the matter. ‘The theory goes that most of them were slaughtered in an ambush by the ancient Picts … who must be our tattooed friends in the ditch over there. It’s one of the most famous historical mysteries ever.’

‘I’ve never heard of it,’ Scott said.

The others grunted in agreement.

‘So you’re saying this dead guy was a Roman soldier?’ Eric asked.

‘That’s right,’ Cade replied. ‘Thousands of men struck from the admittedly sketchy Roman record, but nobody could ever figure out why.’

‘And then they ended up here? Like us?’ Jim wondered aloud. He earned himself a glare from Finch, as if even talking to Cade was a sin.

‘Or that’s what they want us to think … whoever they are,’ Cade muttered. ‘But it couldn’t be. For one thing, this was almost two thousand years ago. Jesus was crucified less than a century before these guys were around – even a perfectly mummified body would be in way worse shape than those corpses are.’

‘So, what? This all some sort of joke?’ Finch asked.

‘I can’t think of any other reason they’d put this here.’

‘Just to see how we’d react?’ Finch said with a sneer. ‘You’re saying someone’s gonna pop up with a TV camera and shout “surprise, we kidnapped you and flew you to a desert, and pitted you against some monsters that tore a bunch of you to ribbons, then we put some obscure historical prank here after you almost died of heatstroke, isn’t that hilarious”? That’s what you’re saying?’

Cade shook his head. ‘Maybe they were re-enactors? Like they do with the Civil War?’ he ventured. It seemed thin, but it was the best explanation he had.

‘I don’t give a crap what that thing says,’ Gobbler said. ‘All I know is I’m starving and there’s nothing to eat but two-year-old or two-thousand-year-old dead dudes. We need to move on.’

Finch stood and picked up an amphora, and his two sidekicks did the same.

‘I say we keep heading in the same direction,’ Finch said. ‘You can follow us if you want.’

He glanced at Eric as he spoke, ignoring Cade, Scott and Yoshi. Then the trio left, lugging the water behind them.

Again, the others looked to Eric.

‘He’s right,’ Eric said grudgingly. ‘We should take as much water as we can carry – hopefully we’ll come across more soon enough. I don’t think whoever brought us here wants us to die of thirst in the middle of the desert. They have other plans.’

‘Sure,’ Scott said, picking up one of the containers. ‘They’d much rather watch us get eaten by a mutant. Makes for better entertainment.’

 

They saw the clouds before they saw the mountains. The white mantle stood out in the empty sky, hanging above a dark stain on the horizon. That stain soon became a sierra of the same brown rock as before, but this one seemed to stretch for miles and miles around.

As they neared, the oppressive heat from the sun began to dampen, helped along by a gentle breeze. But what was strange was that the clouds did not move from their position above the mountains despite the wind, as if held there by some invisible force. Cade didn’t mention this to the others, who seemed oblivious. Things were weird enough as it was.

The four of them approached what appeared to be a broad natural entrance, with two cliffs jutting on either side. They let out a collective sigh of relief as they stumbled into the shade, but there was little time for respite.

Because there were bones here, littered all through the canyon.

Finch and the others were standing just ahead of them, staring at the remains scattered across the dark soil. It looked for all the world like an elephant’s graveyard, but there was no rhyme nor reason to their sizes and shapes. A ribcage that looked like it might have come from a whale rested nearby, while closer still the basketball-sized skull of an unidentifiable fanged creature lay half buried in the ground. And there were human skulls too, interspersed among the rest like dice on a game-room table.

How long these had been there, Cade could not tell, but it sent an icy chill up his spine despite the muggy heat. The air was suddenly moist here, as if it had rained recently, and the scent of decomposition fouled his nostrils.

‘Well, this is just great,’ Yoshi said, crouching to examine one of the yellowed human skulls. ‘Do you think this is what happened to whoever came before us?’

‘Maybe,’ Cade answered, biting his lip. ‘But it’s not like we can go back.’

The canyon was as wide as two football stadiums end to end, with sheer cliffs on either side, stretching as high as office buildings. Yet, as Cade scanned their surroundings, he saw Finch’s trio hurrying towards a structure directly opposite them, hundreds of yards into the valley. His eyes widened as he saw it. A wall.

‘Come on,’ Eric grunted, leading the way.

It felt like a long walk, their feet squelching through the rain-damp mud, crunching over bones with every other step. As they neared, Cade saw the wall was at least twenty feet high. It was built in a haphazard fashion – some parts red brick, others stone and mortar, with some sections plastered over with a rough cement.

The entire structure was crumbling, with cratered holes and scorch marks along its surface. And worse still … furrowed scratches, large enough to be seen even from a distance. No animals Cade knew of had claws as large as whatever had made those markings, and he found himself avoiding looking at the ground for fear of seeing the remains of the creatures that had.

Now he could see a ramp of cobbled stone going up the wall’s centre, where a set of double doors were built deep into the structure. Already, Finch was banging his fists against it, yelling hoarse pleas to be let in. But there was no response. Only the susurration of the breeze.

‘It’s locked,’ Finch said, kicking the door with frustration.

Cade sat on the edge of the ramp and groaned with relief. His feet were sore from the day’s endless walking, and the amphora clutched beneath his arm had chafed his side raw. Somehow, even in all this chaos, he wanted to sleep. Sleep for days, if he could.

‘I know I’d rather be on the other side of the wall than this one,’ Eric said, approaching the wall and running his hand along it. ‘More vipers could come soon. Maybe that’s what this is. Another test?’

‘Yeah,’ Yoshi said. ‘And looks like some of those skeletons back there didn’t pass it.’

Cade uncorked his amphora and took a deep swig, steadying his nerves as the lukewarm liquid pooled in his stomach.

‘We should get a move on,’ Eric murmured, moving closer to Cade. ‘Night is coming.’

Cade glanced up and saw the sun had already made its slow descent behind the mountains, and a chill had begun to fall around them. Light was fading fast. As his eyes dropped, they took in the wall once more – damaged but intact.

‘We climb,’ Eric said. ‘That’s the only option.’

‘And break our necks?’ Finch snapped. ‘We’d never make it up that thing.’

Already Cade’s eyes were scanning the structure’s surface, mapping a path to the top. It was possible. Just. He knew his reputation among these boys. Knew what they thought of him. A spoiled, geeky kid who didn’t belong.

Now was his chance to show he was useful. To earn their respect.

Cade took off his boots and socks, flexing his toes. After a moment’s thought, he tied the laces together and hung the heavy boots around his neck, not wanting to leave them behind.

‘You’re gonna climb?’ Finch asked, with raised eyebrows.

Cade nodded.

‘Better you than me.’

‘Eric, can you give me a leg up?’ Cade asked, ignoring him.

He approached the wall and pushed his hands into a crack between two bricks. Even as he did so, the edge crumbled, and he was forced to dig his fingers in deeper to get a decent grip.

‘Leaving us so soon?’ Finch called. ‘What a shame.’

‘I’ll see if I can unlock the door from the other side,’ Cade replied through gritted teeth, scraping his feet against the wall. He found a toehold and pushed, before feeling Eric’s shoulder against his backside, heaving him upwards.

He dug his nails into a claw mark and pulled, even as another shoulder found its way beneath his free foot. He pushed off and found a crevice for his hand, and now the exhaustion of the day took hold of him as he held himself by his fingertips, standing on tiptoes on the shoulder beneath.

‘You’re heavier than you look,’ Scott called breathlessly from below. ‘Up you go.’

Cade looked down as Scott pushed his foot up with an arm, and Cade made a desperate grab above, his fingers scrabbling against the concrete before digging into the gap between some bricks. He was halfway up the wall now, but no longer had the support of the others beneath him. He found a new toehold and held himself there for a moment, coughing dust from the mortar he had dislodged. For once, he was glad of the weight he had lost.

‘We’ll catch you, if you fall,’ Scott called helpfully, giving Cade the courage to push up once again. He latched on to a loose brick and heaved upwards.

On he went, focusing on one hold after another. With each move upwards, his arms were forced to take the strain as his toes searched in vain for purchase. But each time he managed it, with some helpful shouts about where to put his feet from below. Even Jim called out, though a hiss from Finch swiftly silenced him.

Finally, muscles twitching and limbs trembling, Cade reached the parapet. With a Herculean effort, he hauled himself over the top and, seeing a platform of rock built just beneath the crenulations, collapsed on his back, taking deep lungfuls of air. After a full minute, and with some trepidation, he rolled on to his side and looked out at what lay behind the wall.

Relief flooded over him like a cool balm as he took in the view. Because there in front of him were buildings.








TEN

The iron bar that secured the doors was difficult for Cade to lift, as it had rusted into the iron brackets that kept it in place. But eventually it clattered on to the floor with a clang, and Finch barged him aside, eager to get away from the bone fields.

‘Now, this is more like it,’ Finch called out, throwing his arms wide. ‘Looks like someone survived long enough to build this place.’

Cade couldn’t help but agree with him. The main building looked more like a medieval keep than anything, though built from the same materials the wall had been and only three storeys high.

They stood in a courtyard of cobbled ground, overgrown with weeds, just in front of a looming entrance. The doors there were missing, with the inside dark and foreboding.

To the left, Cade could see what looked like stables, though many of the tiles from the roof had fallen in. On the right, though half blocked by the building’s edge, there was a dark cave that seemed to disappear into the mountain beyond. Unsurprisingly, that seemed far less tempting to explore than the building’s interior.

But none of these discoveries were what excited him the most. No – it was the stone well that stood in the centre of the courtyard, complete with an iron bucket, a rope and a circular trough that surrounded the well – clearly used for watering horses or some other animal. Maybe they wouldn’t die of thirst here after all.

Eric handed him his amphora and Cade drank long and deep. The others did the same, and Finch finished his off with a burp before tossing the pot to shatter on the floor.

‘There could be food in there,’ Finch said, wiping his mouth and nodding at the building.

Nobody wanted to go first. Finch turned to Cade and shooed him towards the entrance with a grunt.

‘Go on.’

Sighing, Cade edged inside.

The only source of light came from the few windows, devoid of glass and with rough slatted shutters hanging from the apertures. It took a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the gloom, but what was immediately apparent was that he was in a hall of sorts, a large empty space of cobbled floor and high wooden ceiling, with two passageways leading left and right. Twin staircases of stone were also built beside these ill-lit passages, leading to the second floor.

The mountain’s rock face made up the wall directly opposite him, with a broad, rough-hewn tunnel in it showing stairs going downwards. He padded across the deep atrium and heard the sound of rushing water at the bottom of the stairs. It seemed to go down only one storey, but it was too dark to see much more than the stone floor at the bottom.

‘Love what the decorator did with the place,’ Scott announced, and Cade turned to see the others had followed him in. ‘It’s got a real Blair Witch vibe, you know?’

There was barely any furniture to speak of – just a score of wooden benches and tables pushed up against the walls of the chamber, as if a school cafeteria had cleared a space for a dance recital. However, Cade was pleased to see medieval-styled torches ensconced in the walls.

He approached one and found flint and steel tied on a string at the base, and after a few tries succeeded in lighting it, the sparks catching the tarred fibres on the top. The flame was weak and spluttering, but better than nothing. He tugged it from its holder and carried it through to the short passageway left of the entrance. There, a new surprise awaited him.

Bunk beds. There were dozens of them, packed to the rafters, each three beds high and leaving barely any room to walk between them but for a single corridor of clear space down the middle. The chamber was as large as the atrium had been, and straw sacks filled most of the beds; rudimentary mattresses and pillows.

Here there were more personal effects – mostly wooden bowls and cups, but no writing, symbols or artefacts of any note. No clues as to who had built this place, or why they had disappeared, but at least there would be somewhere to lay their heads.

Cade heard raised voices and turned back. The others had gone into the other room across the hall. Cade walked over, just as he heard Finch say:

‘… worthless, it’s all worthless.’

The room was almost empty. But it seemed that weapons had once been kept here, if the outlines in the dust were anything to go by. There were a few useless items scattered on the floor: the handle to a spear shaft, a broken piece of armour. The cheek-guard to a helmet, a worn-through scabbard. A few bent pickaxes might be of use to them – though as Jim, Gobbler and Finch brandished them, Cade saw the metal heads were hanging loose on their shafts.

The three boys were armed now, and Cade could see Finch assessing the rest of the group with cold, calculating eyes. But Scott, Eric and Yoshi hadn’t noticed.


If Finch wanted to make a power play, Cade was sure Finch would pick him to make an example of. He was the weakest.

‘Here’s something,’ Yoshi called from the corner. He’d lit a torch, and Cade saw him take something from a crate hidden in the gloom. Cade caught it as Yoshi tossed it over, and held it up to the light of his torch.

It was on oval-shaped piece of lead, if its weight was anything to go by, around the size of an egg. On it, Cade saw letters scratched into the surface. Despite himself, he chuckled.

‘Something funny?’ Finch asked.

‘There’s a Latin word on here, “prende”. It means “catch”.’

‘So?’ Gobbler demanded.

‘This is a sling-stone, like what David used to kill Goliath in the Bible. You can’t say the Romans didn’t have a sense of humour.’

Finch growled with frustration. ‘I thought you said the people here couldn’t be Romans.’

Cade shrugged and threw the stone back to Yoshi.

‘How the hell can you read Latin?’ Finch demanded. ‘Seems a bit coincidental to me.’

Cade considered his next words carefully, the suspicion in Finch’s eyes mirrored in those of the others.

‘I learned Latin in school. I was planning on majoring in …’

The memory of a life cut short hit Cade in the gut then. University. Like that was going to happen anymore.

‘My father taught me, too. He teaches history. I’m more of a layman than anything—’

‘You don’t think it’s weird?’ Scott interrupted. ‘That all this Roman stuff is here and you happen to know about it?’

‘Everything about this is weird,’ Cade replied, struggling to keep the panic from his voice. Now even Scott suspected him.

Finch’s stare didn’t waver. The distrust in his eyes was scary enough, even without the pickaxe in his hands.

‘Lots of people learn Latin in school,’ Cade tried again. ‘I just happen to be one of them.’

‘Still seems too convenient,’ Finch said in a low voice.

‘Maybe … maybe they picked me for a reason,’ Cade ventured. ‘Maybe we all got chosen for a reason.’

It wasn’t really an answer, but it was enough. The temperature in the room seemed to go up a few degrees.

‘If you can read Latin, maybe you can read this,’ Eric said, pointing at the flat rock of the mountainside that formed the back wall.

Cade moved closer and held his torch up to where crude letters had been scratched.

 

Quis fortuna erit, vel bestiis devorari vel gladiatores fieri?

 

‘Um, my Latin isn’t that good,’ Cade muttered, half to himself. He was wary of revealing his knowledge now – but based on what he thought it meant, it seemed too important to keep to himself. And pretending he didn’t understand it now could make it all worse.

He furrowed his brow, sounding out the words. ‘I think it means: What is our fate, to be devoured by beasts, or fight as gladiators?’

He was met with blank stares.

‘Devoured?’ Yoshi asked.

‘The Romans used to execute criminals in the arena by way of dangerous animals,’ Cade explained, wondering if any of the others had ever cracked a history book in school. ‘Ever heard of the term “thrown to the lions”? That’s what they used to do to people, while thousands of citizens watched for entertainment. Unlike gladiators, they usually didn’t put up much of a fight, wearing nothing more than a loincloth, sometimes even placed there with broken limbs. I think the person who wrote this is wondering if they were put here with a fighting chance … or just to be slaughtered for the spectacle of it.’

Silence followed.

‘Well, that’s reassuring,’ came a voice from behind them.

Cade turned, and jumped in surprise. They weren’t the only ones who had crossed the desert.









ELEVEN

‘You should’ve locked that door behind you,’ Spex said. ‘Those things could have followed you in.’

‘We should have,’ Finch said. ‘Would have kept you out too.’

‘Sad to see you, Spex,’ Gobbler said, earning himself a chuckle from Finch. Meanwhile, Jim stepped further into the gloom, avoiding Spex’s gaze. Guilt was stamped on his face, plain as day.

Spex’s eyes widened at the sight of Finch. He glanced at the pickaxes in the trio’s hands, and fear sparked in his eyes. There were no counsellors here.

Spex switched his gaze to Eric. ‘Sounds like you don’t know much more than we do.’

Cade jumped in, ‘Someone wants us to think this place was built by the Romans,’ he explained. ‘But that’s impossible – it was too long ago.’

‘The bodies were too fresh,’ Spex agreed.

He paused.


‘So this is a game?’ he asked.

Spex looked at Cade expectantly, but now he was reluctant to answer. It seemed showing off his intellect wasn’t going to do him any favours.

‘Whoever wrote those words on the mountainside wall seemed to think so,’ Cade said as the silence dragged on. ‘But who knows when they wrote it. It could be before this place was even built.’

‘Well, maybe there are more clues here, maybe not,’ Eric said. ‘But we won’t find out standing around here.’

He walked on without waiting for the others to follow. Soon the group was trooping into the main chamber again.

Cade was glad to see Spex, even if they hadn’t spoken since the incident with Finch. Still, it was a small comfort to have another person there who wasn’t allied with Finch’s crew.

Eric headed down the stairs built into the rock face, stepping hesitantly into the gloom. Cade felt relieved at the break from being their guinea pig.

Below, they found a damp cavern, with water dripping from stalactites above. At its end, an underground river rushed from one side to the other, before disappearing into the depths of the earth. A platform of wood had been built along its side, with holes carved into the top to form a latrine. In fact, Cade knew it must be when he saw sponges on sticks lying on top – spongia, used by the ancient Romans in lieu of toilet paper. Everyone in his history class had gotten a kick out of that detail in the textbook.

Of course, he didn’t mention this. He was beginning to think that solving the puzzle was less important than his place in the pecking order among the others. Any reminder that he was better educated made them suspicious.

Further inspection revealed that a wide pool had been carved into the cavern’s centre, with a channel leading to the river, where the water seemed to slosh back and forth. A bathing area, perhaps, though with little in the way of privacy. Then again, the detention showers had not been much better.

‘Starting to look like home sweet home,’ Scott said as they made their way up the stairs. ‘Got our own spa and everything.’

Even Finch gave a half-smile at that one.

They moved to one of the stairways and emerged on the second floor. To Cade’s surprise, they found private rooms here. Each was laid out identically, and many contained much the same: a wooden bed, fur blankets, a straw-filled mattress, a desk, a table, a chair and rudimentary candles.

Cade assumed these were the officers’ quarters, if this was indeed where a Roman army had once lodged. Again he kept that thought to himself.

The stairs on either side continued, leading to the final floor. Here, they had more luck, emerging into a room as wide as the atrium though with lower ceilings. A large, circular stone table stood in the middle of it, surrounded by rough-hewn stone chairs.

And in the very centre … sat a machine. There was no other word for it.

It was grapefruit-sized and teardrop-shaped, set on its side and facing their direction. The front looked for all the world like the shutter of a fancy camera, while around it complex mechanical circuits and wires lay beneath a hard, transparent surface.

As they circled the room, Cade lowered his gaze in line with the tabletop, noticing something strange about the device: it was not on the table, but floating just above it.

Scott caught his expression and stooped down to look too.

‘It’s floating,’ Scott blurted.

‘So … that’s weird,’ Spex muttered.

‘Looks like a camera,’ Eric said. ‘Do you think they’ve been watching us with this thing?’

‘Must be,’ Finch said. He turned to Cade and furrowed his brow maliciously. ‘Apu, why don’t you take a closer look.’

Again, Cade seethed. But now was not the time to stand up for himself.

He paused, hoping someone else would step up, but none seemed willing. He set his jaw, resisting the urge to huff with frustration. He wanted to prove himself, but did that mean always being the one they sent in first?

Cade handed his torch to Eric, then climbed on to the table and approached the object. He dropped to his knees as he took it in his hands. It was light – unnaturally so. In fact, it was almost weightless. He let go, and the machine hung there.

‘Damn,’ Yoshi whispered.

Suddenly, a light flashed and a flat, male voice emanated from it.

‘Identified – Cade Carter.’

‘Shit,’ Cade said, backing away.

‘It knows who you are,’ Finch growled, raising his pickaxe. ‘You’re one of them.’

Even as he spoke, the object swivelled in the air and a broad beam of light scanned across his face.

‘Identified – Finch Hill.’

Despite his shock, Cade couldn’t help but smirk at that one.

It spun again and again. Yoshi Endo. Eric Larsen. Scott Moore. Jim Webster. Cade even learned that Gobbler’s real name was Tom Andrews and Spex’s was Carlos Silva. It knew all of them … and it knew their faces.

The voice paused. Then:

‘Contenders identified. Qualifier round commences in one hundred and forty-four hours.’

An image appeared directly in front of its lens. A digital timer made of blue light. Counting down from … six days.
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The hologram hung in the air, so real and perfectly formed that Cade felt like he could reach out and touch it.

They stared at it, dumbfounded. Cade knew what they were all thinking. He was thinking the same thing.

What is the qualifier round?

Scott, unsurprisingly, was the first to break the silence. ‘Well, that doesn’t sound good.’

‘No, it doesn’t,’ Eric agreed, waving a hand through the countdown clock. It flickered as he did so, but remained there.

‘I recommend we move as far away from this thing as possible,’ Spex said, pushing his thick glasses up his nose.

‘If the last “games” were anything to go by, a qualifier sounds like a walk in the park,’ Scott said sarcastically. ‘And I was just warming to the place.’

‘More vipers?’ Cade asked.

‘Or something worse,’ Finch spat. ‘You saw the bones outside. That’s probably what happens to people who stay for the “qualifying round”.’

Finch paced back and forth, twirling the pickaxe in his hand. Cade took a furtive step back. He knew what Finch was capable of.

‘The people who built this place left in a hurry,’ Eric said, oblivious to Cade’s worries. ‘Armed people, and over a hundred of them at least. How many in a legion, Cade?’

Cade hesitated.

‘Thousands,’ he said.

Spex had been staring into space, but now he looked up, the large eyes behind his glasses full of fear.

‘They didn’t leave long ago either, if the state of this place is anything to go by. Maybe a year or two?’

Cade was relieved he wasn’t the only one with some common sense in the room. But at the same time, he wondered where else there was to go. His mind flashed to the cave he had glimpsed beside the Keep. Now it seemed a whole lot more inviting.

‘There’s shelter here,’ Gobbler groaned. ‘A roof, even toilets and baths. The wall will protect us. Did you see any bones in here?’

‘Maybe the people who built this place were those corpses we saw,’ Cade muttered, half to himself. There was silence until he noticed them all staring at him. He shuffled his feet.

‘I mean, they were supposed to be Romans, right?’ Cade ploughed on. ‘And the people who lived here were supposed to be Romans too, or at least Latin speakers. The writing’s on the wall, literally.’

It made some sense … if it weren’t for the fact that this place was far older than the corpses had been. Could there have been two sets of Romans: those who built this place, and the Ninth Legion, who had been teleported into the desert?

Whatever the answer, this story was getting stranger all the time.

‘So … let’s look at what we’re supposed to think,’ Spex said, holding up his hands as he thought it through. ‘Romans were teleported to the desert, along with some dead bodies. Maybe two thousand years ago, maybe a few years ago. Then they came here and built this place, right?’

Finch grunted in reluctant agreement.

Cade suspected that the legion had been transported mid-battle with the Picts, along with the football-field-sized hunk of grass they’d found them on, but he didn’t want to complicate the issue.

‘All the while, they were made to play this “game”, whatever it is,’ Spex went on, his brow furrowed in thought. ‘Then one day they decided to leave, in a hurry.’

‘Maybe because the game got too hard,’ Jim said suddenly, earning himself another glare from Finch.

‘It’s where they went that I’m interested in,’ Finch said, and Cade resisted the urge to snort derisively. Apparently Jim couldn’t talk to Spex, but Finch could.

‘So either we play this game or we leave,’ Eric said.

Scott laughed aloud. ‘Well, as much as I’m enjoying the game so far, my vote is we take our collective balls and go home. Right?’

There were a series of nods and groans of assent. Nobody really wanted to leave the relative safety of the fort. And at the same time, everyone did.

‘We have a few days yet,’ Eric said. ‘We’ll sleep here tonight – it’s as safe a place as any.’

‘Who put you in charge?’ Finch demanded.

‘You want to go now?’ Eric asked, motioning out at the darkened sky. ‘Be my guest. We’ll bury you in the morning.’

Finch muttered something under his breath.

Cade ignored him, and looked to the doors on either side of the room – these were still on their hinges. Yoshi caught his eye and pushed open the door nearest to him.

‘A bigger bedroom,’ he said. ‘More furs, that’s all.’

There was a gasp, and Cade spun to see Jim staring into the opposite room.

‘Um … this one’s a room too. But there’s something else in here,’ Jim said.








TWELVE

Just as Yoshi had said, the room looked much the same as the others, only with a bigger bed and what seemed like better furnishings, including ragged curtains that cast the room in darkness.

But Jim was right; there was something different. A large, polished wooden box stood upon a table near the mountain-side wall. Cade noticed something else too – a book, sitting open on another table.


As the others crowded around the box, he took the opportunity to flick through the book’s contents, squinting to see in the flickering light of Eric’s torch. It looked like Latin, but he couldn’t make head nor tail of it. The letters were jumbled, though separated into what might have been words. A cipher, maybe?

‘Louis Le Prince,’ Finch said, distracting Cade from his thoughts. ‘Anyone know who that is?’

Cade abandoned the book and approached the wooden box. Upon its top, embossed in gold letters, was the name that Finch had read aloud, though he had butchered the pronunciation.

‘A French king, maybe?’ Eric suggested.

‘Not likely,’ Spex said. ‘There were only eighteen kings called Louis and none of them used that name.’

The group stared at him in surprise.

‘I’m a trivia nerd, sue me,’ Spex explained, looking suddenly as worried as Cade had been. ‘I watched a lot of Jeopardy growing up, always wanted to be on it.’

‘Any ideas?’ Gobbler asked, turning to Cade.

Cade examined the box more closely. On one side were two lenses, one above another, in a seemingly separate compartment, while on the opposite, a handled crank was embedded. As for the side that faced the mountain wall, there was a single lens embedded in the centre. Stranger still, the wall in front of it seemed to have been flattened and whitewashed in a square the size of a bedsheet.

The box looked old, but not ancient. He would have guessed at its being an oversized old-timey camera. Certainly not something that any Romans would have been using. It didn’t make sense. But then, nothing did in this place.


‘Doesn’t seem like a Roman name,’ Eric ventured as Cade examined the box further.

For once, Cade didn’t mind being the group’s test subject, curiosity getting the better of him. There was a switch on the same side as the crank.

Not much good had come from messing with the last piece of technology they had come across, but he needed to know what it did. He flicked the switch. Immediately, a light came on, somewhere inside the box. On the wall opposite, a square of light appeared.

‘Dude, what are you doing?’ Jim hissed.

But Cade knew what it was now. Carefully, he began to turn the crank. An image appeared on the wall, flickering in black and white.

‘Madness!’ Yoshi exclaimed.

The sight was beyond anything Cade could have imagined. There couldn’t have been more than sixty-odd frames to the blurry black-and-white film, and they sped up and slowed in tandem with Cade’s turning of the crank. It repeated over and over, cycling the short clip until the outline was seared into Cade’s retinas. It was a battle scene.

There were Roman soldiers in the foreground, their shields aligned in a rough wall, while a centurion on horseback held his sword aloft, the crescent of horsehair on his helmet delineating his rank. A standard-bearer encroached on the image’s right side, a long-fanged lion’s head resting on his helmet.

But it was not these soldiers that drew Cade’s eye. No, it was the creatures that were charging towards them in the background, smashing into the front ranks with unparalleled ferocity. Tentacled monsters ripped straight from H. P. Lovecraft’s nightmares.

One was as large as a horse on its hind legs, a bipedal behemoth that threw men aside like pinballs, its clawed arms slashing, its tentacled maw open and lined with razor teeth. Others were the size of wolves, much the same as the giant but running on four legs. Still-smaller iterations seemed to lack any arms at all, running on two legs and as large as turkeys, swarming over the men as they stabbed and slashed with their short swords.

And far in the back, too blurry to see in much detail, were veritable giants, lumbering towards the Roman lines. Larger than elephants. Much larger.

‘What the …’ Cade whispered.

But there it was. The scene lasted no more than six seconds, and it was scratched and unfocused. Yet this looked as real as anything he had ever seen in a cinema. More so, even.

Most damning of all, Cade recognised the twin cliffs on either side and the desert beyond them. This had been filmed just outside the walls.

‘What are those things?’ Cade whispered.

They were like nothing he’d ever seen. Best guess, tentacled sea-monsters pulled from ancient Roman myths. What else could they be?

‘If they can fake everything else, they can fake this,’ Finch said, clenching Cade’s arm and freezing the film.

Finch flicked the switch, and the room was cast in darkness once more.

‘Maybe,’ Cade said, half to himself. ‘But do you think they went to all that trouble just for a few seconds of film?’

‘Why go to the trouble to make any of this?’ Finch snapped, motioning at the fort around them. ‘None of this is real. None of it.’

Cade sighed, and gently pulled his arm from Finch’s grip. He hated to admit it, but the kid had a point.

‘It looks like it’s not just vipers we have to worry about,’ Eric said. ‘Whatever those things are.’

‘Never thought I’d say this, but I miss the vipers,’ Scott said. ‘At least we had a chance against those.’

‘Who cares?’ Gobbler groaned. ‘I’m starving, and there’s no food.’

Cade’s own stomach twisted at the mention of food. He was ravenous, and the copious amount of water he had drunk was no longer sating the feeling of emptiness in his belly.

But even as he considered it, the gloom seemed to deepen around them, lit only by the dying torch in Eric’s hand. Looking through the ragged curtains, Cade could see the sun had set.

‘Let’s get some rest,’ Eric said. ‘Unless you want to go wandering in the dark alone.’








THIRTEEN

Cade woke to Yoshi gently shaking him. The snores from Spex and Scott permeated the room, but he could see the morning light filtering through the window.

‘Come on,’ Yoshi whispered, motioning for him to follow.

They were in what Cade had come to think of as the commander’s room, where the box and book had been found. Finch, Jim, Gobbler and a reluctant Eric had gone to sleep in the bedchamber opposite, since the two rooms were the only ones with doors on them – giving them a semblance of security in case of any vipers.

Cade had thought it would be hard to rest, knowing what he did now about the creatures that inhabited this world. Yet as soon as his head had hit the straw-filled pillow, he had fallen asleep. That had been small comfort though, for his dreams had been filled with flashes of teeth, tentacles and blood. He had woken several times, only to see the ominous light of the timer glowing beneath the door frame.

He groaned and rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and saw the tables and chairs they had piled up against the door had been moved. Beckoning with a finger to his lips, Yoshi led him through, back to the stone table. The drone – for that was what Cade had begun to call it in his head – still hung in the air, its countdown ticking away.
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Yoshi pulled him closer, and they sat together, one on each stone chair. For a moment Yoshi stared at him, his dark eyes boring into Cade’s own. Finally, he spoke.

‘I heard you almost went to juvie,’ he said. ‘What happened?’

Cade shook his head. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ he said. ‘They made a mistake.’

Yoshi nodded slowly, his gaze never leaving Cade’s face. It was quite disconcerting.

‘I could ask you the same thing,’ Cade said.

Yoshi finally broke his stare. Cade could hardly read his expression. Was that regret? Or pride?

‘I got done for fraud,’ Yoshi said. ‘So my mom shipped me off.’

‘Fraud?’ Cade asked, surprised. That wasn’t the most common crime for juveniles.

‘Yeah. My mother sells antiques from Japan, it’s how our family make a living. Mostly to rich American Japanophiles. So, I … took on the family business, so to speak.’

Cade furrowed his brows in confusion.

‘Basically, I started selling fake antique swords to neckbearded anime fans,’ Yoshi said, catching Cade’s expression. ‘Knew enough about them to get by. Then I got caught. Simple as that.’

‘Was it worth it?’ Cade asked.

Yoshi looked down, twisting his hands.

‘Nah,’ he said. ‘My mom can’t even look at me now.’

Cade nodded. He knew what that felt like.

‘I think you’re telling the truth,’ Yoshi said, looking back up at him.

Cade nodded, feeling pathetically grateful.

Yoshi outstretched his fist and opened his palm. Cade saw he was holding three coins.

‘You understand these, don’t you?’ Yoshi asked, pouring them into Cade’s hand. ‘I found them in the baths.’

Cade examined them one by one, his heart pounding. Each coin was in far better condition than he could have expected. Better than anything he had ever found metal-detecting with his father while vacationing in Europe. But what they had stamped on them was stranger still.

‘What’s wrong?’ Yoshi asked.

‘See here, this one,’ Cade said, holding up a bronze-coloured coin. ‘It’s a copper sestertius with Emperor Hadrian’s head on it, which puts it right around the time the Ninth Legion was in Scotland. But look at this.’

He held up another one, a heavier, silver coin.

‘A silver sestertius. It’s too old, they stopped making them from silver long before the Ninth Legion disappeared. It’s from the old Republic, before there were even emperors at all. And even if some legionary was holding on to an old coin for good luck, this one’s the strangest.’

Cade proffered the third coin.

‘Emperor Constantine from the fourth century. Almost two hundred years after the Ninth Legion.’

Yoshi frowned. ‘What does this mean?’ he asked.

‘It means that if there were Romans here, they were from at least three different time periods, maybe more. Which doesn’t make any sense.’

But Cade wasn’t so sure any more. If they had been transported to another planet, would time travel be so out of the question? He didn’t want to believe it. That this was all part of some cruel trick, or a vivid nightmare he could not wake up from. Perhaps this was what all dreams were like, until you woke up from them.

Yoshi shrugged. ‘Nothing here makes sense,’ he replied. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. But those others are dangerous … let’s keep this a secret.’

He motioned at Finch’s door with his chin.

Cade nodded and slipped the coins into Yoshi’s pocket.

The revelations, such as they were, came with new worries for Cade. It seemed now a mad coincidence that he, someone who knew about Roman coins, was now here among … well … Roman coins.

This wasn’t a random selection. He, and perhaps even the others, were here for a purpose. Though what purpose that was became less and less clear with each new discovery.

 

It wasn’t long after that the others began to stir, emerging with yawns from their rooms. Few were in the mood for talking, and barely a word was exchanged as they gathered their paltry belongings.

‘Time to leave,’ Finch announced, hefting his pickaxe on his shoulder. ‘Come on.’

Cade took one last look at the drone, still hanging in the air with its ominous timer. He was glad to be seeing the back of it. Frankly, he wanted to smash it in with his rock.

As they trooped down the stairs, Cade regretted not going for a dip in the baths, as Yoshi had. He was sure he smelled like a barnyard animal. Still, there was enough time to dunk a bucket of water over his head as they drank long and deep from the well outside, refilling their amphorae and their bellies. Cade caught Finch looking regretfully at the shards of the amphora he had smashed the day before, and Cade couldn’t help but smirk.

‘Well, looks like we know what the previous occupants were eating,’ Spex said.


‘What do you mean?’ Cade asked, turning around.

Spex pointed towards the shadow of the building, where what looked like a second pile of bones had been scattered haphazardly among the cobbles and weeds.

Cade approached, examining them. It was hard to tell what creatures they had once been, for the bones had been smashed open, likely to get at the nutritious marrow within. A few leering skulls stared at him, but they could have been anything from dogs to giant lizards as far as Cade could tell. Certainly no humans.

What he did recognise were the piles of shells. What looked like oyster shells, snail shells, even ostrich-sized eggshells. This was their trash pile. Somewhere in this place, there were animals. Edible ones.

His heart leaped at the thought. There was an ecosystem here. Maybe somewhere they could hide. Somewhere they could survive.

Even with that twinge of hope, Cade felt despair. To be thinking of staying here for good – he might never go back home. Never see his family again.

Cade looked around, but apart from the weeds the place seemed bereft of life. And somehow he doubted that the creatures came from the black tunnel in the mountain directly ahead of him.


‘I don’t like the look of that cave,’ Eric said. ‘There may be another way out of here.’

‘I second that motion,’ Spex said. ‘Lead the way.’

There was only one place they hadn’t explored – the other side of the building. Even as they rounded the corner, Cade saw what they were looking for, cut into the mountainside itself.

A stairway, one so broken and poorly carved that it looked more like a goat trail than anything else, but a stairway nonetheless. It twisted all the way up the steep cliff, and Cade found himself swallowing at the sight of it. He didn’t like heights at the best of times.

But it was the only way out, other than the cave. And it would give them a better lay of the land.

‘You want us to walk up there, don’t you,’ Scott groaned.

‘Would you rather go into that dark hole in the ground instead?’ Eric asked, pointing in the direction of the yawning cave mouth.

Scott grumbled under his breath.

‘It could give us a better look at our surroundings,’ Cade said. He didn’t care any more about being the guinea pig. It was more important to find a way out of this terrible place.

‘I’m going,’ Cade said. ‘You guys can do whatever you want.’

‘Like you’d come back for us if you found anything,’ Finch spat. ‘I’m going too.’

Cade shrugged and mounted the first steps. He thought for a moment, then placed his amphora carefully against a large rock. If this was a dead end, he’d be lugging the jar up and down for nothing. If it wasn’t, he’d come back for it.

He didn’t look behind him as he climbed, but he could hear the panting of at least one other as he pressed on, stones scattering as he pulled himself up towards the skyline.

He saw green vines dangling down the side at the top, and other vegetation growing in along the upper reaches. A good sign – where there were plants, there were animals. And both could mean food.

Cade quickly realised that with an empty belly and a half-gallon of water inside him, he was almost too weak to keep going. When he was halfway up, he collapsed on to a flat rock and surveyed the view behind him.

He was pleased to see that all the others had followed him up, though Finch, Jim and Gobbler had brought their pickaxes with them. This fact sent a twinge of fear through Cade’s stomach. Were they for protection from potential vipers … or to keep the group under their control?

Letting his eyes drift upwards, Cade saw the vast expanse of the salt flat stretched out to the horizon, broken only by the rock formations they had emerged from the day before. The surface shone glaringly bright, so much so that he could not look at it for too long. Beneath, twin spits of cliffs branched outwards from the mountain on either side of the Keep like extended arms, embracing the valley of bones. Whatever he found at the top, there was no going back the way they had come. There was only desert that way.

As Finch caught up to him, Cade pushed on, leaving Finch panting behind him. His legs screamed for rest, but a will to survive pulled him onwards. What lay above would likely shape the rest of his life … however long that might last.








FOURTEEN

Chest pounding, Cade resisted the urge to slow as he neared the crest of the mountaintop. Here, the steps were in better shape, and he mounted them two at a time. Then he was at the peak, buffeted by the breeze. The sweet smell of vegetation hit him.

He was standing on a mountain ridge as wide as three football fields, stretching across in a flat plateau that was framed by two jagged spires on either side. The other end of the ridge was obscured by rows of trees, and the chirr and buzz of insects filled his ears.

Fruit trees. The scent of fallen fruit was unmistakeable, and Cade’s mind had barely registered the purple figs that littered the ground before he was on his knees, sinking his teeth into the overripe fruit.

He gorged. There was no other word for it. Fig after fig disappeared down his throat until his face was coated with their thick syrup. He barely registered the arrival of the others as he crawled on his knees in the shade of the orchard, tossing rotten figs over his shoulders before seizing a fresh specimen and revelling in its sweetness once more. There were other fruits here too, further away than he wanted to move before the next fig was in his mouth. Apples, oranges, even grapes, they could all wait.

Finally, his hunger sated, Cade stood and took in more of his surroundings. The trees ended somewhere to his left, so he headed in that direction, clutching his distended belly, already churning at the sudden influx of food.

As he stumbled into the light, Cade found himself in a field of overgrown wheat swaying in the breeze. It came up to his chest, but beyond that he could see vegetable gardens, with broad leaves overflowing the wooden fencing that surrounded them.

Rodents scurried away underfoot, disturbed by his arrival. They looked for all the world like mice, or perhaps small rats. It was good to see familiar creatures here. Not everything was like the vipers.

What was obvious was that nobody had tended these crops for a long time. Nothing had been gathered, pruned or replanted. Instead, the vegetation had run rampant, left to its own devices.

It was a relief to find so much food, but at the same time, Cade knew they would have to leave soon. They needed to gather all they could and move to the next area before the timer reached zero.

But where was the next area? Beyond the fields, he could see the edge of their mountaintop, surmounted by a cloud-strewn sky. Curious to see what lay beyond, Cade waded through the wheat until he stood on the plateau’s edge.

Green. He had never seen so much of it. A forest sprawled beneath him in a viridescent ocean, stretching as far as the eye could see, lost in a haze of fog before it met the horizon. To his left and right, the mountains stretched in a sierra that curved around, as if they stood on the edge of a giant meteor’s crater. It was awe-inspiring and terrifying, all at the same time.

A few hundred feet beyond the steep cliffs that bordered their plateau, a waterfall blasted out over the mountainside, filling the air with moisture and forming a deep pool in the forest below. If someone had created this place, they had an artist’s eye.

‘It’s a caldera,’ a muffled voice said.

Spex stepped beside him, his mouth half-full of fig.

‘Wait, what?’ Cade asked, pleased that Spex was talking to him. Spex hadn’t quite ignored him since his beating, but he hadn’t exactly been warm to him either. Cade didn’t blame him.

‘Like Yellowstone, or Crater Lake. The sinkhole of a giant dormant volcano. We’re standing on the rim. These mountains probably form a ring, hundreds of miles around.’ Spex stooped and scooped up a handful of the dark earth. ‘That’s volcanic soil; black, fertile. No wonder it’s so overgrown everywhere.’

Cade leaned out over the mountainside and looked down.

‘That’s the basin – see how the jungle tilts downwards the further in it gets?’ Spex said, waving a pulp-stained hand over the forest. ‘And the river, following the incline? There’s probably a body of water right in the centre, miles that way.’

Now Cade saw a river offshooting from the waterfall pool and disappearing into the jungle’s edge. It cut a furrow through the treeline, heading into the undergrowth.

‘How do you know all this?’ Cade asked. He tried not to sound surprised.

Spex shrugged. ‘I have a good memory,’ he said. ‘Geography trivia.’

For a moment the pair stared out at the expanse of vegetation, somewhat soothed by the breeze and the distant roar of the waterfall. It was an impossible place, Cade realised. An oasis of life contained within a ring of impassable mountains and surrounded by endless dry desert. Was it safer out there, in the great green jungle?

As if reading Cade’s mind, Spex spoke up. ‘Do you think we’re dead? Like in an afterlife?’


Cade sighed, watching as Spex chewed his bottom lip.

‘If we are,’ Cade said, ‘I think we could die again. Maybe the next afterlife would be better?’

He was only half-joking.

‘Yeah,’ Spex said, forcing a grim smile. ‘Let’s not test out that theory.’

The boy lifted another fig and groaned with satisfaction as he took a bite from it.

‘Speaking of which, what’s your theory?’ Spex asked, mumbling through his mouthful of fruit.

‘Too weird and elaborate for a prank,’ Cade replied. ‘Too difficult and pointless for a government experiment. It’s all too unreal. Maybe we’re hooked up to some sort of super-advanced virtual reality, playing a video game to rehabilitate us. Or we’re being used by big pharma to test some hallucinogenic drugs. Maybe I lost my mind and I’m in a psych ward, with electrodes glued to my temples.’

‘Dunno,’ Spex said, scratching his chin. ‘This all feels pretty real. And I’m definitely not a figment of your imagination. I’m me.’

‘That’s exactly what a figment of my imagination would say,’ Cade said, grinning.

Spex grinned back and shook his head.

‘Well, wherever we are, let’s just focus on surviving it,’ Spex said. ‘I mean, if it’s a dream, let’s make it a happy one, right?’

‘Right,’ Cade said.

It can’t be a dream. Maybe a nightmare.

Cade gazed out over the jungle once more. Even as he looked, he thought he could see the shape of something in the mists, a deeper grey that stretched above the trees. Then it was gone, obscured once more by the rolling mists. A building? Or another mountain.

Cade’s mind turned to the timer, slowly ticking down. And the bones scattered beyond their derelict wall.

‘We should go,’ Cade said, motioning at the rainforest with his chin. ‘I think I know where that cave leads.’








FIFTEEN

There was a light at the end of the tunnel, in both senses. The cave was a wide, level tube of rock, with edges as smooth and round as a straw. This hadn’t been dug by any Roman, or modern machine for that matter. It was practically laser-cut, and this told Cade it was all part of the game, a passage designed to allow access both to and from the jungle. Constructed by whatever twisted people had brought them to this place.

If they were people at all.

‘You think we’re safer out there?’ Scott asked, squinting at the circle of light at the end. ‘That was a pretty nice stash of food we had up there.’

‘We’ve probably got enough to last us a week or two, if we’re careful,’ Spex replied, hefting the heavy sack of fruit across his back. The sacking they had found had been half-rotting, and seemingly used to transport grains from the wheat field to the Keep, but in a pinch they had served to be stuffed with fruit. Holding an amphora and a sack each was all they could carry.

‘And after that?’ Scott asked. ‘We need to figure out how to get home, not spend two weeks crouched in a hole, slowly starving to death.’

‘If you want to stay and see whatever that countdown is ticking to, be my guest,’ Eric said, his voice echoing down the tunnel. ‘I’d rather take my chances out there. Maybe there are more like us, who made it this far.’

‘What if we can’t find anyone?’ Yoshi said. ‘Or find a safe place?’

‘We lie low in the jungle, maybe come back and gather more in a week or so,’ Cade said, shading his eyes as they emerged into the light. ‘Whatever the qualifying round is, it will be over by then.’

Or at least Cade hoped so.

They emerged from the tunnel, blinking in the late-morning light. It looked much as Cade had imagined, based on what he had seen from above.

The area surrounding the cave mouth was clear of trees, and it was easy to see why. Tree stumps were scattered as far as a hundred feet to the jungle edge – the occupants of the Keep had needed lumber, after all. To their left, the waterfall roared and the mist from its crashing coated them all with a thin film of moisture. It was a blessed relief, because by now the sun was beating down on them from high in the sky.

The forest ahead looked daunting from the ground. He hadn’t realised the sheer scale of the trees earlier.

Once, Cade had visited the giant sequoias in Redwood National Park, even stopped by Hyperion, the tallest one in the world. Now most of the trees that made up the top layer of the canopy looked to easily match Hyperion’s height, with others exceeding it by a full third.

Worse still, the shadows they cast left the forest interior shrouded by gloom. There were no animals here – no birds, no deer. Only the soft whine of insects hovering around his head. It was eerie, as if some giant predator had scared everything away.

‘Let’s take a breather,’ Eric announced, settling on one of the rotting tree stumps. The others followed his lead, though Finch wandered a way further before sitting with his two cronies.

Uneasy at the thought of entering the jungle, Cade busied himself by approaching the waterfall instead, weaving his way through the thick mat of vegetation that still grew in the clearing. Mosquitoes buzzed around his head and he slapped at them, leaving his amphora and food sack on the ground.

Then he saw it, his eyes widening with shock. He hurried forward, tripping and stumbling to get to the plunge pool at the waterfall’s base. Because sitting there, moored by a frayed rope and half obscured by reeds … was a boat.

‘Thank you,’ Cade whispered, though who he was thanking he did not know.

Kneeling at the water’s edge, he saw it was over twenty feet long, with a cabin and opposing benches inside. It bobbed uneasily in the stirring waters of the lake that had formed around the waterfall’s torrent, tugged towards the broad river that cut into the jungle beyond.

‘Damn,’ Yoshi panted, catching up behind him. ‘Jackpot.’

But now that he was up close, Cade wasn’t so sure. The boat’s hull and cabin were covered in a thick layer of green lichen, so much so that he could barely make out the letters emblazoned on its side. He hauled on the rope and ran his hand across the slimy coating as it drifted closer, revealing the stencil beneath.

‘Witchcraft,’ he read, furrowing his brows.

A strange name for a boat.

‘Yeah, that’s one explanation,’ Yoshi said.

Cade blinked the sweat from his eyes. Could they survive on the boat, out there in the jungle? It was certainly better than a hut made of sticks and leaves.

‘Hell yeah,’ Spex shouted, hurrying over with the others. ‘That’s our ticket out of here.’

‘Ticket to where?’ Scott huffed, collapsing on to a nearby tree stump.

‘I don’t care, but I’m not hauling this with me through Jumanji over there,’ Yoshi replied, nodding at the jungle and setting his food and water on the ground.

‘We don’t even know if it’s working,’ Cade said. ‘It looks old.’

But not so old as the Romans, clearly. What this modern machine was doing here was anyone’s guess.

‘One way to find out,’ Finch said, leaping aboard.

For once, Finch was going first … but it didn’t seem like the boat would be dangerous.


Cade sighed and followed, stepping into the cabin.

The inside of the cruiser was as mouldy as the outside, with two upholstered benches for sleeping on either side, along with a tiny latrine at the end. But what was strange was the long lengths of wood lying along the bottom, as well as rough, makeshift oars stacked like kindling in the corner.

‘Looks like the owners didn’t use the motor,’ Cade said. ‘Must have used punts and oars to get it up and down the river instead.’

Even as he spoke, he noticed a set of keys hanging from a corkboard on the wall. He took them and stared incredulously.

‘It won’t work,’ Yoshi said, ducking in behind them. ‘Fuel’ll have gone bad.’

‘Fuel doesn’t go bad, jackass,’ Finch said, snatching the keys from Cade while he was distracted. ‘It’s millions of years old.’

‘Whatever.’ Yoshi shrugged.

Finch stomped back to the exterior and jabbed the keys into the ignition. To Cade’s surprise, the lights on the dashboard flickered, but there wasn’t even a cough from the engine.

‘Like I said, fuel’s gone bad,’ Yoshi said, glaring at Finch. ‘You ever see Mad Max? That film was inaccurate as hell. You leave gas in a car’s fuel tank for a year, it won’t start. If the gas is stored in a tanker, or a barrel, maybe you got a decade, but after that, might as well take out the engine and hitch a horse to the front – it’s back to the Stone Age. You’re the jackass.’

‘So we’ll row it, then,’ Cade interrupted, stepping between the two. ‘The current will do half the work; we just need to guide it.’

‘And what if there’s another waterfall?’ Finch asked, distracted by the suggestion.

‘We swim for it,’ Yoshi said.

Finch grinned, but there was no warmth to his smile.

‘Maybe we take the boat, leave you here,’ he said. ‘Since you want to swim so much, seems like you don’t need it.’

Cade saw him shift his weight to his back foot. In a fair fight, Yoshi would have a shot. But he wasn’t the one holding the pickaxe.

‘Nobody wants you here,’ Yoshi said, ‘Maybe we should leave you.’

‘Let’s get one thing straight,’ Finch said, his face darkening. ‘If you want to leave, then leave. But the food, the weapons, this boat, the Keep. That’s mine. I own it.’

Cade could see Finch’s fury, bubbling beneath the surface. Waiting to erupt. Yoshi’s hands balled into fists.

‘How do you figure?’ he said.

‘Because I say so,’ Finch replied. ‘Your betters say so.’

And then, ever so slightly, the pickaxe lifted from the ground.

This was it. Cade predicted that in seconds there would be a bloodbath. He had to do something. Even if it meant putting himself at risk.

He was already at Finch’s side, just out of view. Cade wasn’t a threat to Finch. He was a nobody, a weakling. Not part of the equation.

He made himself a threat, evening the odds. He took two quick steps, placing himself behind Finch. It was time to show he had some fight in him after all.

‘You sure about this?’ Cade said.

His hand strayed to his pocket, and he grasped the hand-axe. He didn’t know if he’d have the courage to use it, but it gave him a semblance of a chance if he had to defend himself.

Finch’s head turned slightly to the left, but he dared not take his eyes off Yoshi. For a few heart-stopping moments, Finch hesitated. But it was Yoshi who moved first, stepping back and to the side, making room for Finch to go.

Finch walked by slowly, his back straight as a ramrod, ready to defend himself at any moment. Then the boy was gone, leaping from the boat’s back-end to join his cronies.

Cade breathed a sigh of relief.

‘You got my back if things kick off later, yeah?’ Yoshi muttered once Finch was out of earshot.

Cade hesitated. Would he? Or would he run away, take his chances on his own?

‘I’d rather there were no problems,’ Cade said, feeling a twinge of guilt run down his back. ‘I’m a lover, not a fighter.’

Yoshi shook his head.

‘I thought I could count on you,’ Yoshi said, banging Cade’s shoulder as he walked out. ‘Guess I was wrong.’

He jumped back to shore, and Cade was alone on the Witchcraft.

Cade groaned, sitting on the mould-covered bench with a squelch. When the food got low, things would kick off. Maybe even before. He imagined facing down Finch, Gobbler and Jim, armed with nothing but a rock. Somehow, it filled him with more dread than the vipers had.

The sooner they found more people, the better.








SIXTEEN

The boat rocked in the water as they shoved off, using the makeshift poles they had found inside. Cade sat at the front, with everyone but Finch’s crew beside him. He had thought he would end up guiding the boat with his oar, yet as the current took them and they began to drift down the river, he found no use for it. Finch had commandeered the helm of the boat while the others paddled at intervals to keep it in the centre of the river.

They followed the main waterway, though there were several places where tributaries split to their left and right. Even if they had wanted to change course, they were at the mercy of the current, and Cade doubted they could redirect the boat easily with their oars.

The river had by now broadened to as wide as a tennis court was long, but even in the daylight it seemed somewhat gloomy, the canopy casting much of it in shadow. Still, among the rush of water and the chirping of birds, Cade began to feel at ease for the first time. He took off his boots and dangled his feet in the water, revelling as the cool liquid washed the blisters, sweat, and grime that had gathered there in their trek across the desert.

Then a dark shape passed beneath. It was deep down, murky among the green, trailing fronds that made up the river bottom. But the size alone made Cade jerk his feet from the water – it looked almost as long as the boat itself. Perhaps relaxing would have to wait.

‘Good idea,’ Spex muttered, moving up to crouch behind him. ‘God knows what’s down there.’

‘I don’t think God had much to do with this place,’ Scott sighed, stretching out on the bow. ‘But it’s nice to be out of that sun.’

Cade shook his head and stood, peering into the jungle on either side for something, anything that would give them some clue as to where they were. But the trees at the water’s edge were thick with leaves, stretching for the meagre sunlight that filtered through the gap in the canopy along the river’s centre. It was as if twin halves of a leafy roof arched over the water, with a long strip of clear sky separating them.

Even as he looked up, something came down from the sky, plummeting towards him like a meteorite. Cade scrambled back with a yelp.

He landed on Scott in a tangle of limbs, eliciting a tirade of curses. But there was no splash, nor thud. Instead, the object hung there, hovering in the air, just as it had above the stone table at the Keep.

The drone. It followed in tandem with the boat, as if perched above the stern upon an invisible pillar. Cade could only gape as it pivoted its lens-like front towards them, looking for all the world like a robotic teardrop floating on its side.

‘What the hell,’ Scott groaned. ‘It’s following us?’

As if to compound their misery, the drone projected the timer once more.
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‘So, no matter what we do, that timer’s gonna end with us next to this thing,’ Spex said, scratching his head. ‘Kind of makes me think we should have stayed at the Keep.’

Eric let out a groan of frustration, then stood.

‘Why are you following us?’ Eric demanded, standing up and prodding at the drone with his oar. ‘Stupid damn thing.’


Immediately, the drone moved closer … and answered.

‘I must retain proximity to contenders at all times.’

It was a dull, polite, robotic voice, but one that sent chills down Cade’s spine.

He stared at it. All this time – it could understand them?

‘What is this place?’ Cade blurted, the conundrum that had been bouncing around his head for the past two days rising unbidden to his lips.

‘Answer prohibited.’

Cade cursed. Of course; whoever they were, they wouldn’t make it that easy.

‘Are you allowed to tell us anything?’ Cade demanded.

‘Yes.’

Scott chuckled. ‘Well, at least he’s honest.’

‘What can you tell us?’ Eric asked, speaking slowly.

‘The scope of your question is too broad. Please narrow parameters.’

‘It’s useless,’ Scott groaned. ‘If they wanted us to know what’s going on, we would already.’

‘What are you?’ Spex tried.

‘The primary function of a Codex is the collection and dissemination of catalogued Earthbound knowledge. It is my pleasure to provide this service for you.’

‘Earthbound?’ Yoshi muttered. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Maybe it’s mostly supposed to give us information that originates from Earth,’ Cade said, thinking aloud. ‘That’s why it knew our names – we come from Earth. Is that right … Codex?’

‘Yes,’ the Codex answered.

Silence reigned for a few moments longer, and the boat continued to float down the river.

‘Really helpful, isn’t it?’ Finch called sarcastically from behind the wheel.

‘Sounds like one of those voice assistants,’ Scott said, grinning. ‘Hey Codex, play “Despacito”.’

Cade snorted as the Codex turned to the boy.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Can you be more specific? ’

Cade sighed and resumed his scanning of the riverbanks, trying not to look at the timer that continued its ominous countdown just above his sight line.

And then, as the waterway began a slow curve, he saw it. A giant, rock-carved human head, half submerged in the shallows.

‘What the hell …’ he breathed.

It was enormous, larger than a pickup truck. The head had a flat-nosed face and a square helmet on its brow. But other than that, there was no text, runes, hieroglyphs … nothing that might help him know where it came from.

‘What is that?’ Eric said. ‘Another Roman thing?’

The Codex moved. One moment it was hovering above Cade, the next it was beside the carved head. Blue light flashed along the statue as the Codex scanned it, then it darted back to its prior position.

‘This remnant is an Olmec civilisation colossal head from modern-day Mexico, 1023 BC.’

Cade gaped at it. Perhaps the drone could be useful after all.

‘Does that mean we’ve gone three thousand years into the past?’ Jim gasped, poking his head out from the boat’s cabin.

‘Not necessarily,’ Cade replied. ‘This thing could’ve sat here since then.’

The head seemed to stare at them as the boat floated by, and Cade felt a chill down his spine despite the heat.

By now they had passed the statue, and Cade could see the river was narrowing and picking up speed. But that was not what caught his eye. It was the wide, grey-stone arch that curved across the river ahead, high above them. Only … it wasn’t stone at all.

It was moving.








SEVENTEEN

A great pillar of knobbled flesh stretched across the river like a crane. At its tip, a hump-nosed reptilian head munched softly on the waxy leaves of a tree, while at its base, an enormous elephantine body stood in the dappled shadows. Its four great legs were planted like ancient tree trunks, and beyond, a tail even longer than its neck lashed back and forth. From end to end, it was as long as an airliner, and it looked just as heavy.

‘Is that what I think it is?’ Spex asked.

‘I’m afraid I do not know what you are thinking,’ the Codex intoned.

‘Oh shut up,’ Eric said. ‘He wasn’t talking to you.’

‘This is some next-level madness,’ Yoshi groaned. ‘Either I’m tripping serious balls right now, or that’s a goddamned dinosaur.’

Cade couldn’t believe his eyes. It was as if he were watching a film, and any second the illusion would be shattered by some poorly rendered animation. Instead, the giant beast’s head swivelled to look at them, and watched them go by with dull, cow-like eyes.

‘I’m ready to go back to the Keep,’ Scott groaned.

The current pulled them out of sight in just a few minutes, leaving Cade stunned as the others argued around him. He couldn’t help wondering if he had imagined the whole thing. Romans? Dinosaurs? Mutants? Maybe Yoshi was right. Maybe he was hallucinating.

Then, as if prompted by his thoughts, the jungle fell away on the boat’s right, casting them in bright sunlight once more.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Cade whispered.

The banks were awash with colour, but these were no flowers that broke up the green grass of the wide plain to his right. Animals. Hundreds upon hundreds of them. From great behemoths to small, fast-moving critters.

Sleek, bird-like theropods with blue-black plumage strutted back and forth on two legs, snapping their teeth at each other’s tails as they tumbled playfully on the muddy banks. These smaller, scrawnier creatures drank from the round footprints left by the herds of great, ponderous sauropods that dominated the skyline, matching the dinosaur they had seen at the river in shape, if not quite in size.

The long-necked sauropods were a sight to behold. With each gulp from their enormous gullets, a bowling ball of water travelled up their throats in an undulating wave as the beasts sated their thirst in the cool waters of the river.

Duck-billed hadrosaurs lined the river further down, their strange, round-beaked mouths sucking up weeds and water alike. Some sat on their haunches, their shorter, clawed forefeet in the air; others were on all fours, walking through the shallows with a strange, lopsided gait that made them look as if they would fall forward at any minute.

Watching as the boat floated by, the hadrosaurs lowed mournfully, a strange cross between a moo and a honk that seemed to reverberate through Cade’s chest as he stared across the water, keeping time with the frantic beating of his heart.

Among the herds, individual creatures slunk between the great beasts, each different but no less fascinating: furred mammalian predators that looked like dogs, cats, even warthogs and hyenas, but larger and stranger than anything he had seen. There was so much to see, and yet he couldn’t focus, his eyes skipping from one creature to the next with wonder.

Some of the dinosaurs had hoary, bumpy skin, others scales like those of a lizard. More still had plumages, and all sported some form of display – red wattles, bristled spines, balloon-like vocal sacs, vivid skin-tones and plumes of kaleidoscopic feathers more colourful than a peacock’s and twice as flamboyant.

A far cry from the fossilised bones that had fascinated him so much in his childhood visits to the museum. Who would have known that there had been so much more coating their skeletal structures?

But just as he began to smile, a flood of fear coursed through him as a dinosaur that lived in the psyche of every prehistory lover emerged from the treeline. It moved through the gathered masses like a shark through a shoal, the crowd parting and closing as it stomped towards the water. The Tyrannosaurus rex – or a large bipedal theropod much like it – buried its head beneath the waters, oblivious to the creatures nearby. Its body was dusted in dark proto-plumage, spiny follicles that sat somewhere between fur and feathers.

Then the boat disappeared into the tunnel of the jungle once again, and the scene disappeared from sight.

‘Dinosaurs?’ Eric shouted, slapping the bow with his hands. ‘Is this a joke?’

Cade stared back the way they had come, the reality of their situation finally hitting home.

‘This place is twisted,’ Scott muttered. He paused. ‘Maybe my mind’s twisted.’

Somewhere behind Cade, Spex began humming the Jurassic Park theme song.

‘Will you shut up,’ Yoshi groaned.

Cade couldn’t begin to explain what he had just witnessed. Certainly there was a common theme. History, even prehistory, was at play here. Creatures, people, and civilisations long dead were where they should not be. Had they travelled through time and space? A wormhole, perhaps, that they had unknowingly flown through, bringing them to this place.

It did not explain the vipers, though. Not unless they too were some ancient Earth species, their fossils undiscovered beneath the sands of time. Nor did it tell him what the Codex was, or who had generated those strange forcefields in the canyon, or placed him there.

But there was no time to contemplate, for the river had changed. Now, the current was picking up speed, the once placid surface swirling and cresting with white. And beyond, Cade could see rocks in the water, at first a few scattered boulders, then more and more. For a brief, terrifying moment, he and the others stared in terror.

He saw it then, half-beached on the muddy bank at the jungle edge. A red wooden vessel, its hull splintered and holed, the back end half submerged in the water. Cade spun to look at the boat’s cabin in horror, panic finally unfreezing his throat.

‘Row!’ he yelled. ‘Get to the shore!’

Finch’s face was pale behind the algae-stained window as he heaved on the wheel, while water sprayed as the boys around him paddled desperately. Their boat edged towards the shore. But it was slow … too slow. A rock swam into view, just beneath the surface ahead of them.

A thud shuddered through the boat, pitching Cade forward. For a second he flailed, grabbing for a railing that was not there.

Then he was in the water, plunged into cold darkness. He slammed against the river bottom, the long weed fronds grasping at him as they tangled about his body. For a moment he struggled, a silent scream bubbling from his lips, but seconds later he was tugged free by the current, surfacing and gasping for air. It was all he could do to breathe before he was snatched beneath once again, crashing into one immovable rock, then another, the pain blossoming across his ribs and back.

Again and again he was pulled beneath the surface, breathing when he could, choking when he couldn’t, and all the while pulled inexorably onwards. For what felt like hours Cade’s world was a misery of dark, rushing water that choked and battered him in equal measure.

Sand rasped against his side as he tumbled beneath once more, and he kicked out, reaching the air with what felt like the last of his strength. A patch of reeds near the bank slapped against his face and he grasped at them, choking in terror as they snapped in his hands, but gave him just enough purchase to snatch another handful. Then, his eyes blurry with water, he dragged himself into a thicket, his feet tiptoeing on the riverbed. He hauled his torso forward, his body screaming for air, until he finally crawled on to the bank.

He vomited the water he had swallowed onto the wet-slick grass. Only then could he collapse onto his back, staring at the foliage far above him.

He flopped his head to one side, gazing back up the river.

No sign of the boat. No sign of anyone.

Cade was alone.








EIGHTEEN

Follow the river. That was what logic told Cade to do – after all, if the boat hadn’t passed him by, then it must have beached itself further up.

If only it were that simple.

As he limped along the bank, pushing through the snarled weeds and bushes that grew there, he saw it. Hissing in frustration, Cade fell to his knees.

The river branched in two upstream, and he had no idea which had brought him there. He would have flipped a coin if he had one, but all he had was his thin steel chains – his only weapon, the hand-axe, was lost somewhere at the river’s bottom.

He looked at the rushing water. The river had narrowed somewhat – he could probably throw a football and hit the other side at the narrow point where the river forked. But at the same time, it had picked up speed.


There was no getting to the other side, even if he thought it was the right direction. So Cade followed the bank he was already on, taking the easiest path he could forge. On he went, pushing through the reeds and bushes, his eyes darting back and forth for signs of danger. But soon enough he found himself the subject of interest from the local wildlife. Luckily for him, they were not of the reptilian variety.

These were dragonflies, and they buzzed around his head like miniature helicopters. Each specimen was enormous, as large as a seagull and twice as fast. Their carapaces were iridescent, made up of every colour of the rainbow, swirling around him as he picked his way along the tangled mire that was the river’s edge.

It got so bad that he could barely see a few feet in front of his face, and they were not shy about getting in close, some even settling on his shoulders.

In particular, they seemed to be attracted to the blue of his uniform, chewing at the material ineffectually with their mandibles. It was only when he dropped down into the mud and rolled around in it that the insects began to disperse, his colourful clothing now a dull brown.

That had probably been a good idea anyway – if a predator was nearby, his blue uniform would have stuck out against the green like a sore thumb. A shadow blotted the sky above him, and he groaned.

‘Go away, bugs. I’m not edible, OK?’

And then, as if it had been there all along, he saw the Codex hanging above him like a miniature moon.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I must retain proximity to contenders at all times. It’s for your own good.’

Cade groaned again.

‘You said that last time. Why aren’t you with the others?’

The Codex zoomed closer.

‘You, Cade Carter, were the first contender to be identified. I will keep following you, Cade, until an alternative contender is assigned.’

‘Seriously?’ Cade asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Stupid thing,’ Cade muttered. ‘Where’s your countdown timer, anyway?’

He regretted his words as soon as they left his mouth.

‘Here.’

Moments later, the timer flashed into existence.

 

05:06:18:09

05:06:18:08

05:06:18:07

 

‘Put it away, would you?’

The timer disappeared, and Cade breathed a sigh of relief. It was nice to have company, of sorts. And perhaps another chance to answer his questions.

‘What’s it counting down to, anyway?’

‘The qualifying round,’ the drone replied in its bored-sounding robotic voice.

‘What happens in the qualifying round?’ Cade asked.

‘The scope of your question is too broad. Please narrow parameters.’

Cade sighed. This thing didn’t want to tell him anything.

‘Well, could you at least guide me back to the Witchcraft?’

‘Action prohibited.’

‘You’re useless,’ Cade said, settling on a rotting bough beside the river for a rest.

He thought for a moment. Maybe if he rephrased the question …

‘Can you tell me about the Witchcraft and where it came from?’ Cade asked.

‘Yes.’

He laughed despite himself. The thing was as slippery as a greased eel.

‘Go on.’

‘The Witchcraft is a 23-foot luxury cabin cruiser that disappeared in 1967 with its owner Daniel Burack and his friend Father Padraig Horgan, somewhere within the Bermuda Triangle.’

Cade felt his hackles stand on end. The Bermuda Triangle. Disappeared. This was all too strange. But was it true?

‘Why can you tell me that, but not guide me to it?’

‘I can identify remnants using recorded data from Earth. I can also identify locations where remnants were last scanned. Had I scanned the Witchcraft recently and it had subsequently remained in that place, I could have guided you there.’

Cade realised that ‘remnants’ must be the Codex’s term for historical artefacts such as the Olmec head, and he assumed ‘scanning’ was what the Codex had done when it had flashed the statue with blue light.

Speaking of which …

‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘Can you guide me to the Olmec head?’

‘Yes.’

Despite his unease, Cade couldn’t help but laugh again. That would at least tell him which direction to go, since the boat had passed it not long before the accident.

‘Guide me to the Olmec head.’

‘Of course.’

The drone zoomed closer, then suddenly Cade found himself staring into a rectangle of blue light. It reminded him of the strange forcefield he had encountered in the canyon, for it had the same semi-translucent opacity. But this time there was a pattern on it.

It took Cade a moment to realise what it was. A map.

But not just any map. It was a map of the caldera, the expansive volcanic crater seen from a bird’s-eye view. Or at least, a part of the caldera. He could see the gently curved edge of the mountains and the vast swathe of the desert beyond.

And there, somewhere in the expanse of a green canopy, was a flashing red dot that he guessed symbolised himself, right beside a thin blue capillary that must delineate the river. There were also smaller blue dots scattered across the projections.

‘Which is the Olmec head?’ Cade asked.

‘This one.’

A blue dot flashed, and Cade breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed it was on the same branch of the river he was walking along. If he continued in the same direction, he’d come across the boat. Or, failing that, he could follow the river back to the Keep.

The thought of being alone in this world filled Cade with a dread so deep and dark that he had to shake it from his mind. One problem at a time. Less thought, more action.

Cade reached out to touch the map and, to his amazement, he was able to manipulate the image in much the same way he might on a smartphone, pinching to zoom closer. And what he found was even more interesting. There was another blue dot not too far from him. Another ‘remnant’.

‘What’s that?’ Cade asked.

‘Remnant identified as Captain Cole Dylan Benjamin Moore of the 7th Cavalry Division in the US Army.’

Cade’s pulse quickened. A soldier? Or, at least, the last known location of one. There was no way he was going to ignore it. Yes, his friends might be ahead – the boat might even make it through the rapids while he was away from the river, passing him by.

But to meet someone else, someone armed, who might know more about this place? There was no way he was passing this up.

He took a deep breath; this could be a fatal choice. Then he turned, and for the first time pushed his way into the jungle.

The waxy leaves slapped against his feet as he waded through the sea of vegetation. And it only took a few steps for his world to completely change.

There was so much life in this place. Insects whined around his head; mosquitoes the size of hornets made him glad the uniform he wore was so tough. A millipede as long and thick as a snake twisted its way up a tree beside him, avoiding the veritable river of giant red ants that seemed to cut a swathe through the jungle floor ahead of him.

Cade made an awkward leap over the marching ants, careful not to disturb them. They were as big as beetles and looked twice as deadly, the guard ants that lined the edges of marching workers opening and closing their mandibles.

Above and around him, the calls of various creatures echoed. Chirps, whistles, even low, throaty bellows seemed to shiver the very air. He could not see them, but far larger animals than insects were nearby. It would be best to keep moving quickly. At least when he’d been by the river he’d had the option of throwing himself in again to escape any predators.

He continued on, slapping at any insects that ventured too close. It was even hotter in the jungle, and soon his muddy uniform was drenched with sweat. Now that he was in among the trees, he found the jungle had a strange, double-layered quality to it – the tall sequoia-type trees created an epic ceiling, with smaller trees soaking up the meagre rays in a second, scattered layer below.

Meanwhile, lush vegetation of waxy-leafed bushes, snarling vines, and fallen branches made up the very bottom layer. But to Cade’s surprise, he made good time through the forest floor, not least because of the strange natural pathways that criss-crossed the area.

He might have called them bush trails, made by the countless treading feet of large animals like boars and deer. But some of these were as wide as roadways, and Cade did not want to imagine the size of the creatures that had created them.

Still the Codex followed him, and he could see his red dot was almost on top of the blue dot. And yet … there was nothing in front of him. Nothing but tall trees. Whenever this Cole Moore had been scanned, he was long gone now.

‘Codex, when was Cole Moore last scanned?’ Cade asked.

‘3 years, 2 months, 14 days, 22 hours and 17 seconds ago.’

‘You’re all about the detail, aren’t you,’ Cade said, inwardly cursing. ‘I wish you’d told me that before.’

‘Would you like me to give more detail when answering your questions? ’

‘Sure,’ Cade said sarcastically. ‘As much as you can.’

He sighed. He should definitely have asked more questions before he hurried over here. In fact, they all should have been asking it questions – it was the only thing that had any answers. There had been no time … or at least, not since they had known it would speak to them.

Still, he might have gone in regardless, if only to look for clues. Even if the soldier was nowhere to be seen.

Defying logic, Cade scanned the area, hoping for footprints, tree markings, anything at all. It was then that his eye caught something glinting among the roots of a nearby tree. He bent and picked it up. It was a Zippo lighter, empty and rusty. A name was engraved on its side: C. Moore.

Had the soldier dropped it? He looked up, more out of instinct than anything else. And there, hidden among the branches at the top of the tree, was a body. Or what remained of one.

Despite being so far below, Cade recognised the army uniform, though it was obscured by the foliage. It looked like Moore hadn’t wandered off after all. He had died, up in that tree.

Cade’s belly twisted with disappointment. He had never felt such loneliness, such a desire for companionship. He’d thought he might find someone here. Instead, he’d wasted precious time, time that could have been spent getting back to the others.

Although … this body had already yielded results. He had a lighter now, even if the fuel inside had long since dried up. What further treasures could be up there, hidden in the soldier’s pockets or hanging off a branch? A gun perhaps?

But how to get up there? He could climb the branches, but the top was fifty feet in the air. It was a daunting task. One slip and it would be over for him. For a moment he pictured himself dragging his body along the jungle bottom with broken legs, a tide of ants picking him apart piece by living piece. He shuddered and pushed the thought aside.

In the past, he might have played it safe, but now he wasn’t so sure. Taking the plea deal had been playing it safe … and he’d give anything to change that.

But here, now? This was his best hope of giving himself a fighting chance. He’d roll the dice.

Cade wondered what Cole had been doing up there. The treetops certainly seemed like the safest place to sleep, or hide. But how had he died up there? Perhaps he had been injured, and managed to escape to the tree’s relative safety before succumbing to his wounds. Or perhaps it was where the whoevers had left him. Maybe he had already been dead.

There were a lot of questions, but he wasn’t going to find the answers loitering around there. Cade spat on his hands, then gritted his teeth.

‘Here goes everything,’ he muttered.

He jumped on to the trunk and heaved himself upwards, glad of the rough bark of the lowest branch. As he pulled up, he pressed his feet on either side of the tree, using the friction there to grip and push with his legs, then grasp the next branch higher with his arms. Now he was able to use the previous branch as a foothold, and he hung there, already tiring.

It wasn’t so bad – there was a clear path to the top, a ladder of intermittent branches and footholds. He just couldn’t look down.

He reached up and repeated the motion, sweat sticking his uniform to his back. Then again, and again. He didn’t look down, and tried to ignore the mosquitoes whining around his head. Pull, grip, pull and grip again.

Suddenly, the tree shifted, tilting Cade forwards and then bending back, as if a gust of wind he could not feel had blown through the branches above. At the same time, he heard a sound just beneath him, like a champagne cork popping but many times louder.

His legs came free, and for a desperate moment he hung there by his fingertips, his nails digging into the bark. Choking with fear, Cade caught his toe on the trunk, giving him the leverage to pull up to the next branch.

Cade didn’t stop to look down. All he could do was continue his ascent, dragging himself onwards with all the speed he could muster. The tree lurched a second time, and Cade felt his gorge rise as he swung back and forth. Still he climbed.

On and on he went, the sweat streaming down his face and stinging his eyes, arms burning with effort, legs cramping.

And then he was there, in among the leaves of the treetop. He perched on the nearest branch and hugged it for dear life, gulping down air as the world spun beneath him. Vertigo almost brought up the figs he had eaten for breakfast, but he forced it down, knowing it could be his last meal for a while.

He took deep breaths, closing his eyes until the nausea receded. Then he opened them, blinking the sweat away.

But as his view of the ground came into focus, a silent scream of horror hissed from his parched throat.

A dinosaur had arrived.
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The Codex floated above the dinosaur’s head, and the creature leaped for it, its jaws snapping. The sound was the same one he had heard as he climbed the tree, and Cade felt another wave of nausea as he realised how close he had come to being devoured.

It was a theropod, based on its physique – two legs, a small pair of feathered front claws, a long tail and a gargantuan head that seemed too big for its body. A carnosaur, if Cade had to describe it, which was an antiquated, catch-all term for the larger theropods that matched a T. rex in shape and size. Smaller theropods were usually known as raptors, of course. Everyone knew that.

For a few heart-pounding minutes, Cade could do nothing but stare at the monstrosity below him, both amazed and horrified to see such a creature up close. Spiny black quills covered its body, and an orange growth upon its head looked for all the world like a rooster’s comb. Its movements were slow but controlled, its feathered tail switching back and forth as it stared up at him through two surprisingly small eyes, but with a no less terrifying gaze.

‘Think … think …’ Cade muttered.

As a child, Cade had been obsessed with dinosaurs. His father had entertained his hobby, glad Cade was interested in any sort of history. Cade’s memories of their conversations were hazy at best, but he remembered when his father had laughed at Cade’s favourite dinosaur poster.

His father had said that prehistoric creatures were unlikely to match what Cade had seen in the movies, or in his picture books. He’d said that the animators and artists had done little more than drape a thin layer of muscle and skin over reconstructions of the fossilised bones, ignoring the fat, skin folds, bumps, lumps, spines, flaps, fur and feathers that must have coated them. Of course, Cade didn’t believe him.

His father had won the debate when he’d shown Cade pictures of three animal skeletons and asked him to tell him what they were. To Cade, they had looked like monsters. What appeared to be a fanged cyclops skull had turned out to be an elephant’s instead. Another had looked like a giant snake with a curved trident for a head – that one ended up being a blue whale. The final one looked more normal, and Cade had been given as many guesses as he wished. He had guessed cat, dog, monkey, dog, possum, weasel. It was only after he had given up that Cade’s father had told him it was a raccoon.

Turned out his dad has been right, if this was indeed a dinosaur. Of course, none of this helped him with his current predicament.

‘What exactly are you?’ Cade whispered. Too loudly.

Beneath, the carnosaur reacted to his voice and rammed its head against the tree. Cade’s stomach twisted as the bough he was perched upon swayed back and forth and Cole’s body almost dislodged from the hollow it was wedged in.

There was a brief flash of blue light, then the voice of the Codex drifted from below.

‘The closest known relative of this animal is Gorgosaurus libratus, a tyrannosaur that lived approximately 75 million years ago. It was a large bipedal, carnivorous theropod. Adults had an estimated length of 9 feet and weight of 2.5 tons. The first fossils were discovered in—’

‘Quiet!’ Cade hissed, as the creature’s tail swished with excitement at the noise. Perhaps it hadn’t been such a good idea to ask for more detail from the damned machine.

So it was a dinosaur, though one the Codex couldn’t identify exactly. Impossible. Unless … it had descended from this Gorgosaurus creature?

But that would be unlikely. Seventy-five million years of evolution would have turned it into a chicken, or some other vastly different-looking creature.

Few creatures looked anything like their ancient ancestors. Human ancestors had been no more than shrew-like mammals back when Gorgosaurus had lived.

With no explanation coming to mind, Cade finally managed to tear his eyes away from the carnosaur and turned back to the task at hand. The soldier. Surely he must have a weapon. Something, anything that might help him.

To Cade’s surprise, when he found the courage to look at the man’s remains, he felt little revulsion. It was all bone, held together by the uniform and the hollow the body was wedged into. The skeleton had been picked clean by whatever creatures and insects had found it. Three years was a long time for nature to take its course, leaving a grinning skull nestled inside an upturned collar.

Cade rifled through the man’s pockets, careful not to dislodge the delicate bones beneath. A pencil and a notebook, though the pages had been soaked by the rain so many times that it was little more than a lump of papier mâché. A pack of cigarettes was in similar condition – though Cade could make out faded Japanese writing on the outside. There were Japanese coins too.

Thinking back on his history, Cade guessed that Moore had probably been a soldier during the US occupation of Japan, just after the Second World War. Not that this helped him much. He stuffed the items into his pockets, somewhat disappointed, but eager to get to the real prize. Because wedged beneath the captain’s legs was a long canvas duffel bag.

Forcing himself to take it slowly, he tugged it free, and was glad to feel a heavy weight there. Whatever was inside would be more than scraps of paper. Maybe even a rifle.

The zipper was rusted shut, but the stitching along the edges was ragged enough that Cade managed to tear a large rent down its side. But when he reached within, his hand came away slick. There were pole-like objects inside, and each one was wrapped in oilcloth.

He took the one nearest the top and unravelled the cloth, careful to not let its contents fall to the ground below. He was hoping for a service pistol, or a rifle. But what he found instead was much more archaic.

It was a sword. A samurai sword by his guess, with a leather-wrapped handle and scabbard. He imagined the rest of the objects were swords too, but he dug through the bag all the same. He was right – all swords. No guns, no documents, no clothing. Just swords.

‘Great,’ Cade muttered.

An hour ago he would have killed for a sword. But it wasn’t exactly going to solve his dinosaur problem. And now he was beginning to feel thirsty. He tried not to think of the cool river less than a hundred feet away from him.

He looked down, and his eyes met the carnosaur’s. The beast was sitting like a dog at the table, glaring up at him with razor focus. Cade didn’t think it would be leaving any time soon.
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The sun was already beginning to sink below the horizon, and Cade’s heart sank with it. Every hour that passed, the others could be moving further away from him. His choice to pursue Cole had been a fateful one, and now he was suffering the consequences.

To be alone, in the midst of all this strangeness. Unthinkable.

‘Codex,’ Cade whispered, more out of loneliness than anything else.

The drone floated up to meet him, its iris seeming to stare passively at him as it hung in the air beside him. Below, the carnosaur seemed unperturbed by the movement, but remained where it was, staring up while resting on its haunches. Cade had not spoken to the Codex in a while, hoping that if he remained still and silent, the predator would get bored and leave.

No such luck.

Cade had been pleasantly surprised to see the swords – fourteen in total – were sharp and free of rust; the oil that coated them had kept them almost as good as new, despite the years they had spent within the bag. One of them was now in his hands – it made him feel better.

For some time he had fantasised about sliding down the tree and leaping from above, beheading the beast in one great blow, movie style. But Cade was sure that even if he could pull off such a feat, he would break both legs when he landed. More likely, the carnosaur would be waiting with its jaws open wide. He would simply be serving himself up like a treat thrown to a dog.

Just like in juvie, Cade was back to being both bored and terrified at the same time. He looked at his sword instead, inspecting it in the ailing dusk light, before it was too dark to see.

The slightly curved blade was as long as his arm, with dappled streaks that flowed like water along the steel. The handle was made of simple black leather that creaked when he gripped it but felt firm in his palm. Its near perfection was only marred by the slightest of marks here and there along the blade, telling Cade the sword had seen battle before. He tested the edge against his arm and winced at its sharpness. As for the scabbard, it was coated in a black lacquer, with a long red ribbon knotted to its side. Cade created a loop with the ribbon and draped it over his head in a makeshift sling. Now he kind of regretted it; the sword dug into his back where the hand-axe had bruised him, but he was too tired to do anything about it. Not to mention that any movement excited the carnosaur below, and he was still hoping it would get bored and walk away.

‘Tell me about this sword,’ he whispered, curious about where it had seen battle. ‘Quietly.’

‘The Honjō Masamune, forged by Japan’s greatest swordsmith, Gorō Nyūdō Masamune, in the 14th century. Considered to be the finest sword ever made, it is one of Japan’s most important historical artefacts, handed down from shogun to shogun. It went missing in 1946 when the sword was confiscated, along with thirteen other swords, by Sergeant Koridie Beimo during the United States’ occupation of Japan, according to Mejiro Police. The swo—’

‘That’s enough,’ Cade hissed, cutting the drone off. ‘Maybe dial back the amount of detail a bit, OK?’

‘Understood,’ the Codex replied.

Interesting. It didn’t say ‘yes’ this time. Perhaps it was getting better at talking to him, and comprehending what he meant. Now if he could get it to understand sarcasm, they might have a real conversation.

Ignoring the Codex, Cade stared at the sword, turning it over in his hands. Somehow, he had stumbled across a treasure trove. But something didn’t add up.

‘Koridie Beimo. Cole D. B. Moore,’ he murmured to himself.

Whoever had written down the name had garbled it, the American nomenclature too foreign for them to transcribe it correctly. Then, somehow, Moore’s body had ended up here with the swords. And Cade after him. What were the chances?

But then, he had followed the blue dot, had he not? It seemed whoever, or whatever, had placed them here had made a habit of taking lost remnants from the past. The Ninth Legion. The Witchcraft. Even the Olmec head. All placed here, and left to rot?

No. They wanted the contenders to find them. Pieces in a game that Cade did not understand. A game he was going to lose if he didn’t do something soon. So, as the last light from the sun faded away and the strange double moon appeared on the horizon, he considered his options.

He could wait until the carnosaur left, but he suspected the creature would outlast him – there was a running river for it to drink from nearby, and the carnosaur wouldn’t leave until it ate him, that seemed clear by now. So … why not let it eat him?

Well, not actually. But make it think it had.

‘Codex, I want you to float over to that tree over there,’ Cade said. ‘Try not to get the creature’s attention.’

To Cade’s surprise, the drone zoomed off and, beneath, the dinosaur swished its tail with excitement. Time to put his plan in action.

First, Cade coated himself in the oil from the swords as best he could, going beneath his uniform and rubbing the oily cloths they had been wrapped in all over. That would help mask his scent, or at least he hoped it would. The oil was not particularly pungent, though it smelled faintly of garlic for some reason.

As an added bonus, the mosquitoes that had been whining about his head seemed far less interested in him all of a sudden. He was getting used to feeling filthy, but it felt strange to be so greasy on top of all the grime.

Finally, he slowly pulled Cole’s remains from the hollow in the tree and cradled them in his arms.


‘I’m sorry,’ Cade whispered.

Then he unleashed a wild scream and hurled the body out into the night. He had just enough time to see the carnosaur’s maw gape open in a flash of yellow-pink before pressing himself into the hollow that the corpse had once occupied.

There was a snapping, rattling sound as the dinosaur whipped its desiccated meal back and forth. Cade held his breath, his heart thundering so hard that he could hear his own pulse in his ears.

If this didn’t work, he was a dead man.
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He heard it leave. Almost felt it, as if he could feel its paces through the vibrations in the tree. He wasn’t sure if it was the oil covering his smell, the soldier’s body, or just that the beast could no longer see him.

Still, he did not move a muscle for hours in case it lay in wait for him, nor did he speak to the Codex in case it heard his voice. Instead, he listened to the sounds of the night; the unfamiliar hoots, squeals and chirps of creatures he could not see or imagine.

Soon, sleep snatched at him. Time blurred as his head nodded against his chest, fits and starts of slumber that did little to relieve his exhaustion.

 

It was only when the sun breached the horizon that he finally allowed himself to wake, helped along by the whine of insects and a cacophony of sound that greeted the morning. He would have thought all the twittering and screeching was birds, had he not remembered that he had just seen a creature that had lived hundreds of millions of years before birds had been around.

Then again, birds were descended from dinosaurs. Birds were dinosaurs, in fact. Survivors of the great meteorite that had taken out most of their species and given other animals a chance to thrive in their place.

Cade shook his head, wincing as pain lanced through his skull. Dehydration had set in, and he had the kind of migraine that would floor most people for the day. Now he had to trek through the sweltering jungle, weak and hungry as a newborn lamb and almost as helpless. Only the sword still strapped to his back gave him any sort of hope. He threw the rest of them down, flinching at the clang of metal as the duffel hit the ground.

It took Cade almost an hour to slide down the tree, each movement making his head spin and leaving him clutching at the branch until the world came back into focus. He had never wanted a drink so badly.

When he reached the ground, he collapsed to his knees. It felt like an age before he had caught his breath and felt strong enough to move again.

For a moment he examined the huge indents on the ground, like a robin’s claw prints in the snow but blown up a hundred times their size. Cade had almost convinced himself he had imagined the carnosaur, but here was the evidence, stark as a hand in front of his face.

Cade took the handles of the duffel and put his arms through them to make it a rucksack, then tugged each strap over his head, criss-crossing them over his chest to make them tighter. The duffel hung over the scabbard somewhat awkwardly, but at least the tear he had pulled the sword through was small enough that none of them would fall out if he had to run.

It was heavier than he expected, and for a moment he contemplated abandoning it. But if he did manage to find the others, they could all make good use of the weapons. They were certainly better than sharpened rocks.

Reeling slightly under the weight of the swords, Cade made his way back through the trees, this time with sword in hand to defend himself. But if there were dangerous creatures around him, he didn’t see them, for it was all he could do to stay standing, his eyes set only on the ground in front of him. The edges of his vision were blurred, and his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth like a wad of dry leather, but he forced himself on. He was desperately vulnerable, and the sooner he reached the relative safety of the river, the better.

He felt a flood of relief when he found the rushing tributary once more – for a moment he had been worried he’d gone in the wrong direction. Kneeling in the shallows, he took the time to gulp great mouthfuls of water, slaking his thirst if not the hunger that cramped his belly.

It seemed that it took no time at all for his migraine and the dizziness to subside, reduced to a dull ache that was manageable and improving with every minute. For a while Cade simply stayed there, ducking his head beneath the water and letting the current wash his hair clean of the grime and sweat of the day before.

At the back of his mind, he knew that it might have been a mistake to drink the water. His brief time with the Boy Scouts, many years ago, told him that he should have boiled it first, perhaps even filtered it through a sock filled with charcoal. But boil it in what – and how? No, he’d had no choice, even if his guts might now be swimming with primordial bacteria.

Pushing the worries aside, Cade considered his options. Really, there was only one, the same as before. Continue back the way he had come, up the river until he reached where he hoped the others had succeeded in stopping the boat before the rapids.

So, with a groan, Cade staggered on. Now he remained on lookout, his eyes roving the jungle’s edge as he picked his way along the bank. At the first sign of danger, he would throw himself into the water, preferring the chance of the rushing river’s embrace to certain death inside a predator’s stomach.

The sword was heavy in his hands, its length tangling in the reeds as it drooped. Finally, he sheathed it in the scabbard on his back, knowing that if it came to fight or flight he would likely take the latter approach. It was not an easy manoeuvre – the sword was too long for him to slide it in at a comfortable angle.

As the minutes ticked by, Cade’s heart began to lift at his progress. He was making good time, and so far there wasn’t a creature in sight. Surely he would find the others soon. Had the river really taken him that far beyond the rapids?

Cade was about to ask the Codex to open the map again when he heard it. The snapping of a twig, almost indistinguishable above the sound of the river. It was enough to make him stop and look across the water.

There were bushes there, interspersed with hanging lianas and low branches. For a second, Cade thought he had imagined it. But then he saw them, half obscured by the vegetation. Yellow eyes, watching him.

He stopped, and as if the creature realised it had been seen, it lifted itself from a stooped crouch and stepped into view. Cade’s heart sank. Standing across the river … was a raptor.

But this was not the scaly, lizard-like raptor from Jurassic Park. No, this was a different creature, though no less terrifying. It stood almost as tall as the film’s animatronics, with the same basic body shape, but that was where the similarity ended.

For the creature was covered in spiny plumage, tawny as an owl’s, with the same patterning that had helped it blend with the foliage. At the end of its raised tail, a plume rose and fanned out as the creature lowered its body and hissed, and now Cade could not take his eyes off the enormous talons on each of its feet – the largest of which matched the length of a butcher’s knife, and was sharp enough for the same job.


‘Oh sh—’

Cade was cut short as fresh horror stole the words from his mouth. A second raptor emerged from the trees. It was a touch smaller and drabber in appearance but with the same hungry gaze that never strayed from Cade’s face.

More rustling. Another appeared. And another. Before Cade knew it, five raptors were watching him across the river, their lips drawn back as they hissed, saliva glistening on their sharp yellow teeth. A pack.

He stood still as a statue, knowing that one move could set them off. The river that flowed between them was deep, though he had reached a bend, where the current was slower and the width narrower. Could raptors even swim? Or had he lucked out?

It was at that moment that the alpha raptor opened its mouth and emitted a sound like none other Cade had heard before. It was a strange, cackling honk that reverberated through Cade’s chest and into his bones. For the briefest of moments, silence reigned, the ambient calls of the jungle quieted by the noise.

Then, before Cade could react, the creatures advanced into the river as one, splashing through the shallows and into the deeper water. Cade allowed himself a heartbeat to watch as the current drifted the raptors downriver, but it seemed in no time at all they were halfway across, if a little further away from him.

Without a second glance, Cade sprinted into the jungle, his heart hammering in his chest, branches tearing at his clothes and hair. Soon he was running between the trees, jumping over moss-covered rocks and fallen branches. The duffel and scabbard bounced on his back, hampering him, but they held the only weapons he had, and he dared not slow to uncross the straps across his chest.

His vision was filled with a maze of trees and tangled vines, but all he could do was zigzag through them, snatching glances over his shoulder. Now he could hear the yawping of the raptors, echoing through the trees and getting louder and louder.

Frantically he searched for some tree to hide in, but this deep in the rainforest he was surrounded by the huge cylindrical sequoias that he couldn’t hope to climb. So he ran onwards, even as his breath burned in his chest and his legs screamed for rest. To top it all, the forest floor was thickening with low bushes, snatching at him as he tore his way through. Soon his world devolved into a mess of shoots and leaves.

Suddenly he saw a strange tree with a broad network of thick roots around its base. They were latticed and twisted to form a barrier, but one gap was wide enough for him to squeeze through, and squeeze he did, heaving with all his might as his shoulders were trapped between the roots. He could hear the thrashing of branches behind him, and it seemed that any moment teeth would close around his legs.

He wrenched himself forward, pushing until he was deep among the root network, staring out at the trembling vegetation. He wanted to tug the sword free, but the space was too tight to do it quietly. So when the raptors finally emerged, he found himself pulling his knees up to his chest, praying that they would not see – or smell – him.

But that hope seemed to be in vain. If the pungent oil that had coated the swords had helped mask his scent from the carnosaur before, now it was a beacon to the creatures tracking him. It took but a moment for the alpha to approach, lowering its head and pushing it through the tangled roots and vines, its eyes fixed hungrily on Cade’s own.

With a hoarse caw, it thrust forward, and Cade’s vision was filled with the raptor’s pink gullet. Then the teeth crashed down just an inch from his face, and Cade whimpered as he turned his head to the side. The stench of rotting meat wafted across Cade’s nostrils as the creature snapped and thrusted to get closer to him, its sides caught in the tangled vines and roots.

With every thrust from the raptor’s legs, tearing and scrabbling at the earth, the jaws inched ever closer. It wouldn’t be long before they closed around the soft flesh of his cheeks.

Cade’s hands scrambled in the dirt, hoping to find a rock, a stick, anything to defend himself with. Instead, his hand caught on his belt, the leather one that came with his uniform. Choking with horror, he unbuckled it and pulled it free.

As the raptor hissed and leaned back for a final lunge, Cade rammed the belt between the beast’s chops, pushing with all his might. The raptor hawked at the intrusion, gnashing down on the foreign object in its mouth and yawping in surprise when it didn’t snap in two, instead sinking into the leather.

Cade heaved, and the belt slipped over the razor teeth to sit on the gums at the back of its mouth, his fists now pressed on either side of its head. For a moment they stared each other down, eye to eye. Finally, after a brief tug of war, the raptor choked, spluttered and withdrew. The belt dripped with saliva but remained intact, though its edges were ragged.

Cade took the brief respite to get a better grip, looping the loose ends around his wrists and knuckles. Moments later, the raptor charged again, its mouth closing around the belt once more.

Its strength was immense, the clawed feet scrabbling in the earth as it shoved. Saliva flecked Cade’s face, but he locked his elbows and held on for dear life. Again, the raptor withdrew, and Cade didn’t wait for a third attempt. Instead, he ducked his head and tugged at the sword handle with all his might, half drawing it, then using the flats of his palms to pull the blade free the rest of the way. It fell to the ground even as the predator went for a third assault.

He seized it from the earth just in time, lifting the blade. Too high. Rather than impaling the beast, it slid across its sinuous neck before catching in a root, nearly jarring the weapon from Cade’s hands.

But it was enough to halt the beast, blood trickling down its spiny plumage as it snapped at him over the sword. Cade gritted his teeth and shoved the handle forward, levering the blade deeper across its chest. It screeched in pain and withdrew once more.

Elated with his small victory, Cade let himself hope that the raptors would leave. Instead they remained there, pacing back and forth. As the minutes ticked by, they seemed more wary, only approaching the roots and snorting at the soil. Cade could do nothing but sit in the shadows, hoping against hope that they would give up.








TWENTY-TWO

They prowled outside his makeshift shelter, their yellow eyes staring hungrily at him. Another waiting game, it seemed, but this one was far more deadly. This time, Cade didn’t have another body to present them with, nor a new smell to mask his scent. Nor could he sleep or relax. One lapse of concentration and he was raptor food.

Hours passed, the shafts of light filtering through the roots moving in tandem with the sun above.

The sword oil mingled with his sweat as he crouched inside the roots, watching his hunters settle down, as patient and still as alligators. By the time evening arrived, Cade realised they wouldn’t be leaving any time soon.

 

04:01:36:23

04:01:36:22

04:01:36:21

 

‘Can you help me?’ Cade asked, turning to the Codex.

‘I would be happy to assist you, Cade,’ the Codex replied. Its voice, though monotone, seeming to his ears more cheery than usual.

‘Do you have any advice for this situation?’ Cade said, trying to frame the his question as specifically as possible. If he heard that damned machine repeat that ‘parameters too vague’ line one more time, he would smash it in with a rock.

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you, Cade,’ the Codex said, following what seemed like a mono-second longer than its usual response time.

‘Are you?’ Cade asked, bitter. ‘Afraid, I mean?’

The Codex’s lens seemed to stare at him.

‘No,’ it said, descending closer to him. ‘Earlier, I detected frustration indicators in your responses to our conversations, and have adapted my articulation to accommodate. Would you prefer I revert to my prior, more literal speech patterns?’

Cade shook his head.

‘Do you feel anything in that mechanical shell of yours?’ he spat. ‘Because I do. I’m goddamned terrified.’

Great. He was treating the thing like a therapist, now.

‘No,’ was the Codex’s simple response. ‘I do not.’

Cade turned away. There would be no help forthcoming from the Codex.

Instead, he searched among the root network, hoping to find some lost remnant to use to his advantage, in case the mysterious game masters had placed something there for him. But all he found was dead leaves, sticks and soil.

The sticks were brittle and bone dry. He had tried latticing the largest of them through the roots in front of him – into a barrier – but even these snapped easily enough and would make a poor deterrent if the raptors decided to attack again.


At this point, he almost wished they would. Perhaps if he killed one of them, the others would leave him alone.

The alpha was licking the blood from the base of its neck, somehow able to contort itself like a snake to reach the wound. The four others seemed to be blocking Cade’s escape, pacing around his tree slowly or crouching in wait on the peripheries of his vision.

They were like wolves on a hunt, and Cade took satisfaction in confirming one of palaeontology’s greatest questions: did some dinosaurs hunt in packs? Apparently they did.

‘Come at me,’ Cade yelled.

The noise startled the predators and they cocked their heads, curious. But it did little to arouse another attack. Cade knew that if he emerged from his hiding place, they would likely surround him and tear him to pieces. He only stood a chance if they attacked him one by one through the gap.

More minutes ticked by, and Cade passed the time by itemising what he had to hand. A dozen or so sheathed swords, stashed inside an improvised backpack. A dozen or so oil rags. One uniform (ragged). One rusty lighter (empty). Miscellaneous sticks and leaves.

Then there was the Codex, still hovering in the air somewhere outside his hideout. Somehow, he didn’t see it as of much use to him now. It had told him earlier that he was facing a relative of a genus of raptor called Deinonychus, but that was about as useful as being able to name the gun that was aimed at your head.

It wasn’t much to work with. He tested the lighter for the first time, struggling to move the spark wheel. Once he had loosened it from the rust, he was pleased to see it sparked easily enough, even if there was no fluid inside to keep a flame. If he ever needed a campfire, it might come in useful.

A stupid question crossed his mind, but he indulged it. Even assuming he escaped the raptors, would he want to make a fire? He had gone camping with his Boy Scout troop when he was a kid, and he had learned that fires were a double-edged sword.


Mostly they acted as a deterrent to wild animals, who were scared of the heat and light, not to mention the dangerous humans who often came with it. But at the same time, they attracted bears, who had come to associate humans and their fires with leftover food.

Somehow he doubted that the predators in this world had formed the same connection. It was unlikely that there were many happy campers out here, leaving bags of marshmallows unattended. So. Fire. Was that the answer?

He didn’t have any better ideas. It seemed sensible to pull some of the rags from his bag. Each still smelled faintly of garlic, which made him think it must be vegetable oil. Not the most flammable of oils, but it meant the cloth might hold a flame longer, and light more easily too. He tied three of the rags around the top of the longest of the fallen sticks, then knotted them tighter with a strip of cloth cut from the sleeve of his uniform, which was made from fire-resistant material – according to the label. Now he had a torch.

He did this again, but with smaller sticks and two cloths, until he had five smaller torches. These he would use as fire throwers … in theory, anyway.

Next, he took the driest of the dead leaves and placed them in a pile. With that done, he took a desiccated stick and sliced the bark away with the edge of his sword, getting to the crumbling core within. Once there, he scraped thin strips of it into wood shavings, just as his Scout leader had taught him to. Within a couple of hours he had a veritable bird’s nest of the stuff piled on top of his hillock of leaves.

Finally he was ready. With bated breath, he flicked the lighter, aiming the meagre sparks at the pile of shavings. Nothing. They landed and disappeared without so much as a fizzle.

Again and again he ran his thumb along the spark wheel, grunting with frustration each time. He continued until the skin of his thumb was pink and ragged from the motions, then switched hands and kept going, hoping that the fire would catch before the ancient flint inside the lighter ran out.

Sweat ran down his face and stung his eyes. The humidity was stifling, a strange juxtaposition to the thirst that had now returned with a vengeance. The air was too damp to start a fire like this.

He put the lighter aside and considered his tinder pile. The wood shavings at the top were as thin as he could make them. But it seemed he would need something even more delicate and fibrous. And somehow more flammable.

Cade turned his eyes back to his inventory of items. It hit him then, like a bolt of lightning. The oil cloths! Of course he couldn’t simply spark his lighter on one and set it aflame. Vegetable oil wasn’t nearly flammable enough for that to work – it was why he wasn’t concerned by the fact his skin was coated in it. But what he could do was take that cloth and turn it into a far better form of tinder.

He took the edge of the least greasy cloth strip from one of his torches and stretched it over the edge of his sword. Then he rubbed it back and forth, scraping the cloth until its edge had frayed into ragged fibres. These he ripped off and placed atop his wood shavings, until he had what resembled a small cotton ball. That was more like it.

By now, dusk had begun to fall, the sunlight turning to a dull orange glow as its source descended below the horizon. Soon it would be too dark for him to see … perhaps that was what the raptors were waiting for. His time had almost run out.

Still, he had to try. At the very least, the fire would give him light – enough to defend himself if they attacked again. So he raised the lighter once more and forced the wheel down, cascading sparks onto the heap in front of him.

Smoke. The smallest trace of it, and the flare of a single thread, slowly burning down. Cade lowered his head and blew gently. For a second his heart sank, the glowing strand disappearing. Then, as if by some strange magic, the cotton ball sputtered and burst into flame.

Resisting the urge to shout with relief, Cade blew again and again, clenching his fist in victory as each successive layer took the fire. First the shavings, then the leaves and, finally, the small sticks beneath. The fire was soon crackling cheerily, its smoke filtering through the roots and towards the dimming sky above.

Cade heaved his backpack on to his shoulders and gripped the sword in his right hand.

It was time.

He hurled the first burning torch out into the dusk light, aiming it at the nearest raptor. His throw fell pitifully short, but it had the desired effect. The raptor yawped in surprise, leaping back with its hackles raised. The others – who had been squatting patiently – now stirred and raked the ground with their talons.

‘Piss off,’ Cade yelled, shuffling closer to the root-hollow’s entrance and hurling another torch. This one bounced off the alpha’s chest, and it squawked in annoyance, stomping at the flaming torch as if it were a rodent. It shrieked in pain as the sputtering fire set alight its feathered talons, and Cade’s nostrils filled with the acrid scent of burning plumage.

He hurled another, this one hitting a third raptor square in the face, dashing sparks across the soil and eliciting a screech of rage. To Cade’s surprise, smoke began to curl from the leaf-strewn ground, and the flicker of flames could be seen, spreading from the fallen torches. More. He needed more.

‘Come on,’ he growled, emerging from the entrance. ‘Come get some.’

A fourth torch now, then the fifth, the former missing its intended raptor completely, the latter grazing its plumed tail. Now Cade only had his final, longer torch left. He crouched low and swept it close to the ground, the sword held above his head.

Already the leaves that he touched with it were taking flame, helped along by a soft breeze that fanned the area.

‘I said come on!’ Cade cried, feinting towards the Alpha. It leaped back, limping on its burned foot.

‘Yah,’ he snarled. ‘Yah, yah!’

With each shout, he swept the ground with his torch, sending burning leaves tumbling in the air. The air was now filled with smoke, a half-dozen smaller fires starting among the detritus layered over the clearing. The alpha made a tentative step towards him, favouring its uninjured foot.

Cade threw caution to the wind, leaping over the fire in front of him and swinging the torch like a baseball bat. The alpha almost fell over itself in its haste to escape. He kicked a pile of flaming leaves and sparks at the creature. This time, it turned and ran.

He watched in disbelief as its lashing tail disappeared into the undergrowth. The others followed, but not without a series of angry croaks and honks echoing in their wake. One moment Cade was surrounded, the next he was alone in the clearing, lungs burning from the smoke.

Now the bushes were beginning to take flame, the green leaves sending up a black smog that was swiftly turning the area into a deathtrap. Cade crouched low and took a few deep breaths of smokeless air, calming the hammering in his chest and the thousand thoughts rushing through his mind. He counted slowly to ten, giving the raptors time to move away. Then, as the adrenaline began to pass and exhaustion set in, he turned and ran into the undergrowth.








TWENTY-THREE

He’d run until he thought his lungs would burst, then run some more. Half an hour might have passed, and there had been no sign of the raptors.

Even so, it was not exhaustion that made him finally stop, but rather the looming shape in front of him.

At first he thought it was a mountain, its great shadow blocking the setting sun and casting the forest in shadow. When he stumbled through the thinning trees and into the clearing that surrounded it, Cade could not help but fall to his knees and stare. Stare … at the pyramid.

It was made from cobbled stone, built in square layers like a wedding cake with a steep stairway cut into its side. The size was vast, taller than the giant trees themselves, and its age was apparent by the thick vegetation and vines flowing down its walls.

Cade’s best guess was that it was of South American origin, though he couldn’t be sure. Then he realised he didn’t need to be in doubt. He turned to the Codex, dutifully following behind him, the mechanical orb some feet in the air.
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‘Codex, what is this place?’ Cade asked.

‘Remnant identified as the Mayan city of Hueitapalan, first discovered by the conquistador Hernán Cortés in 1526. It was last seen by aviator Charles Lindbergh in 1927. There have been no further sightings.’

A city? Did that mean there were more buildings beyond the pyramid?

Cade groaned and struggled to his feet. His entire body ached, and all he wanted to do was find somewhere to sleep for the night. It seemed to him there was no safer place than the top of the structure – unless he was planning on climbing another tree, of course. The latter seemed entirely beyond him at that moment. At the very least, scaling the pyramid would give him the lay of the land, maybe help him spot the others, or some other sign of human civilisation. And he doubted any predators would be able to notice him there.

Investigating the ‘city’ could wait until tomorrow. He approached the pyramid’s base and let the bag of swords fall from his shoulders, groaning with relief as the straps came away. It would be waiting for him in the morning. He only wished his torch was still burning, for the structure’s top would have made for a perfect signal fire. But it had sputtered out just minutes before, and he had thrown it aside. The forest fire he had left behind him would have to do.

Gritting his teeth, Cade climbed. He took it as fast as he dared – the sunlight was fading fast and he wanted to reach the top before nightfall. He wanted to see the rest of this so-called city, maybe determine which way the river was. In his frantic, desperate sprint through the jungle, he had lost all sense of direction.

The world seemed to fall under a sepia haze as he mounted the stairway, wincing as the pulled muscles in his legs stretched with each step. If it hurt now, he was not looking forward to the aches and pains the morning would bring. But one problem at a time.

Cade lost himself in the climb. It was cathartic in a way, to focus on this one task. Some way up, he turned to look behind him, and in the dimming light he could see the glow of the fire still raging deep in the jungle. In another world, another time, he would have worried about the consequences of the conflagration. Here, he could only grin at his handiwork.

Maybe the others would see it and come looking for him. He snorted at the thought. Well, probably not.

As he ascended, he began to notice the patterns carved in the rock. The twisting snakes etched into the stairs’ edges. Statues that bordered each level, worn away by the wind and rain. Detailed likenesses now reduced to little better than a child’s clay figurines – a deformed leopard here, a noseless monkey there.

At this time of the evening, the noises of the jungle were changing, from the chirps and hoots of the morning to the night-time buzz of the insects. And something else. A sound that he had heard before and that sent chills down his spine despite his exertions. A stuttering honk, reverberating through the open air. Slowly, Cade turned.

The raptors. Emerging from the trees, their long tails thrashing excitedly behind them. They were the same ones as before; he could tell by the alpha. Despite a noticeable limp, it still led the pack, with the others following at a respectful distance.

Even with his heart somersaulting in his chest, Cade could not help but be fascinated by the dynamics of the group. A palaeontologist would give their right hand to see what he was seeing. Only it seemed Cade would have to give a lot more than a single hand.

As if it sensed his eyes upon it, the alpha leaped up the first steps, croaking in pain as it tottered on its burned foot. Cade didn’t waste another moment. He didn’t think, didn’t plan. Instead, he threw himself up the pyramid with everything he had, ignoring the throbbing of his thighs and the twinging of his tendons. All that mattered was to reach the top.

They were faster than him, hopping up the stairway with surprising agility. But Cade had a head start, and, after a minute of mindless panic, scrambled up the last step. The yawping ululations of his pursuers grew louder as he spun, tugging the blade from its scabbard.

The alpha was almost on him, but now it slowed, waiting for its companions to catch up. The stairs were steep, too steep for them to attack upwards with their taloned feet – they could only use their mouths. It narrowed the odds, though Cade wouldn’t bet on himself.

Still, he had another advantage here; the stairway, broad though it was, remained the only way up. There was a drop on either side to the next level below of the pyramid. Not enough to kill one if it fell, but too high for a raptor to climb up and flank him. So Cade lowered the blade and prepared to defend the six-foot-wide stairway, hoping that the high ground would give him the advantage.

The first attack came from the alpha itself, a quick back and forth with its head, testing Cade. He slashed wildly, missing, even as the next one tried to pincer in from his right. Cade backswung at it, almost unbalancing himself, but he was rewarded for his effort. The offending creature scrambled back and slid over the edge, screeching in panic as it fell to the level below.

A flash of pain brought him back to his senses – the alpha’s teeth closing on his ankle, then withdrawing before Cade could return the favour. The tough leather of his school boot had taken much of the damage, but he had felt the teeth sink in, and the sensation of blood soaking into his socks. An eye for an eye. A foot for a foot.

The alpha jabbed its head again, feinting like a cobra and darting out of reach before Cade could swing. Behind it, two of the waiting raptors skirted the stair’s edge, and Cade was forced to step left and right, warding them off.

Again and again they skipped back and forth, forcing Cade to overextend, risking more with every thrust. One thing he knew – he was no swordsman, wielding the weapon like a baseball bat.

He couldn’t last much longer. The sword was heavy, and his reserves were spent. He was flagging, and the raptors knew it. Their cries were growing excited, and their charges more aggressive with every desperate swing he took.

Cade couldn’t outfight them, or outlast them. He had to outthink them, just like last time.

By now, he had noticed a pattern. It was all about the alpha. They followed its lead. Advancing when it attacked, pulling back when it withdrew.

So he had to kill it. But how? His sword had not come even close to connecting – the predator was too fast, too clever.

He needed to bait it. And he knew exactly how.

‘Get some!’ he yelled out, startling the raptors for a brief second. In that moment, Cade swept the blade at the two raptors on either side of him, sending them skating back, one scrabbling at the edge before toppling over. At the same time, he stamped his uninjured foot at the stair’s edge.

The alpha took its chance, and Cade yelled out in both agony and triumph as the teeth champed around his boot, catching in both the leather and the meat of his calf.

He chopped down, but the pain of it all had thrown him. The swing lacked power, lacked speed. His heart fell in tandem with the sword.

But the blade bit … and passed like a hot knife through butter, severing the head and tumbling the alpha’s corpse down the steps. Blood sprayed, hot and caustic. Behind, the three smaller raptors paused, their malevolent eyes still fixed on him, while a fourth scrambled back onto the stairs from the level below.

The corpse settled at the nearest raptor’s feet and Cade kicked out, sending the alpha’s head after it. It bounced like a macabre basketball, disappearing over the stairs’ edge.

‘How’s that?’ Cade shouted in hoarse triumph.

He marvelled at the sharpness of the sword, and at the fact that his plan had worked at all.

After all these years. Still sharp as a razor.

Yet the raptors did not move. Not until the next largest of them lowered its head, and lapped at the blood. Cade’s heart fell, and he could hardly believe the grim sight. The new alpha stepped over the corpse, raising its bloodied muzzle at him.

It was as if some sick succession had passed between the predators. The king is dead – long live the king.

The wounds in his legs compounded with his exhaustion, and Cade fell to his knees. He held the sword outstretched, its tip wavering as the creature advanced.

‘Shit,’ Cade said.








TWENTY-FOUR

The raptor’s head snapped to the side and the beast screeched, retreating down the steps. Cade’s eyes widened. For a moment he thought it had been shot, but there had been no sound. His mind racing, Cade used the last of his strength to yell out and lurch down the stairs, swinging his sword with wild abandon.

The raptors skittered back, unsure of themselves once more. Then a second projectile hit home, knocking the new alpha’s leg from under it. It tumbled down the stairs, taking a second one with it in a tangle of feathers and limbs.

Again Cade charged, his voice hoarse as he roared a challenge, legs trembling beneath him. This time the raptors retreated, helped along by a third stone cracking against the side of the pyramid. For that was what it was – a stone. Hurled from somewhere below with unnatural speed.

The raptors stopped halfway down before hesitating in their descent. In that brief moment, the four remaining raptors stared at him. Another stone hummed by, missing the closest raptor by a hair’s breadth and making it hiss in surprise. Then, as if by some unspoken signal, they turned tail and descended in leaps and bounds, voicing their displeasure in a series of caws and hoots.

‘That’s right,’ Cade called after them, though his voice was little more than a croak now. ‘You better run.’

He dared not take his eyes off them, waving the sword threateningly until they disappeared into the undergrowth. Within moments, all that was left was the alpha’s body, blood pooling around it on the ancient steps.

Relief flooded through him and he sat down on the stair, his blade clattering beside him.

Only then did he allow himself to look for his saviour. It was dark now, but the red moon was full and cast a wan, red-orange light over the world, coupled with the silver glow of its white satellite.

Enough to see the bottom level … and a shrouded figure there, crouched upon the pyramid’s edge. He could see only that the figure was a person, their face turned up at him, pale in the moonlight. Even as he watched, his new ally scrambled down to the ground before haring away on a white, spindly legs.

‘Wait,’ Cade rasped. ‘Come back!’

But it was no use. And there was no way Cade would catch up, not with his injured legs. Instead, he scrambled back up the stairs and hurried to the far edge of the crumbling top. Beyond, he could finally see the city of Hueitapalan, revealed in all its glory in the moonlight.

Ziggurats and other structures were scattered like game pieces along a wide, paved plaza, with stone pillars and arches lining the cobbled streets. Already, nature had made inroads into the city, with saplings growing throughout, and vines and ivy coating the buildings like drizzled green icing.

Cade peered out over the scene, keeping his body pressed against the pyramid’s stone top, poking only his head over the parapet. He was just in time to see his saviour disappear into the nearest structure, a stone palace complex with a large, cave-like entrance at its base.

‘So that’s where you’re hiding,’ Cade whispered.

He crawled to the edge of the stairs again and saved his injured legs some pain by making his way down like a toddler, bumping his buttocks along each one until his backside was bruised and he had made it to the bottom. Every second he expected to see the raptors burst out of the jungle for him, but it seemed luck was on his side and the predators had gone in search of easier prey.

Still, Cade didn’t feel like hanging around. He could smell the alpha’s blood, a sharp, metallic tang that almost left a taste in the air. Raptors were by no means the worst predators that inhabited the jungle, and he was sure that, before long, new creatures would arrive to feast on the dead alpha’s remains.

No, he needed to get away from here.

For a moment he considered the bag of swords, but decided against trying to take them, instead sheathing his own blade and continuing on. He was feeling lightheaded now. The blood in his boots squelched as he struggled to his feet and limped for the next pyramid. Each step left him dizzied, and twice he fell.

He gripped at the grass poking between the cobbles, hauling himself forward. Strength leaving him, he was reduced to a half crawl, half stagger, until the murky entrance to the complex loomed above him.

‘Hey,’ Cade bellowed into the darkness.

The sound of footsteps echoed ahead, then stopped. He was being watched.

Cade dragged himself to the wall and dragged himself to his feet, digging his fingernails into the crumbling mortar. The world spun as he steadied himself, then headed deeper inside.

He managed no more than a half dozen steps before he fell again. Surrounded by gloom, he could only prop his back against the wall. The Codex hung above him, its lens watching him impassively.
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‘You’re gonna save me, then leave me to die?’ Cade moaned, his head lolling to the side. He was fading fast, though whether from shock, dehydration or blood loss he couldn’t tell.

There was a tug on his boots. Then Cade was yanked forward, dragged deeper into the blackness. Time seemed to slip by as stone scraped against his back, his arms trailing behind him. He felt himself turn one corner, then another, too weak to fight back.

As they turned again, flickering light cast the walls in a wan glow. Ancient carvings flashed there, the scenes playing out like a tapestry. Warriors in feathered headdresses clashing, clubs and spears raised high. Monstrous animal-headed gods watching from above. And the telltale square hieroglyphs beneath, telling the story of it all.

In another lifetime, Cade would have given anything to see such historical wonders. Instead, he gagged as nausea overcame him, the edges of his vision darkening as he held on to consciousness by his fingertips.

Were these to be his last moments?

He felt himself lifted from the ground, heard the grunt of his rescuer struggling with his weight. He was laid down on something soft.

‘Beebay,’ a voice whispered.

Beebay? Something was pressed to his lips, and cool water dribbled into his mouth. Cade sucked thirstily, gulping it down until the drink was taken away. It seemed almost instantly that strength returned to him, or at least enough to sit up.

He was lying on a stone plinth, padded by a fur covering. At his feet, a hooded figure was picking at his boots, struggling with the knots.

Cade leaned forward and unlaced them, then winced as each boot was tugged off, one by one, followed by his socks. A shrouded face flashed up at him, nodding in thanks.

Only now did Cade look at his wounds. There were jagged bite marks, worse in the right leg he had proffered the raptor than the left one it had bitten before. They were caked in blood, but to Cade’s relief, the bleeding seemed to have mostly stopped. The wounds were more superficial than he had first thought, though his socks were soaked red.

‘Thanks,’ Cade said. The figure didn’t look up.

Water was poured over the injuries from a flask, running red as the crusted blood dissolved and set the wounds oozing once more. Next, his rescuer reached into a fur bag, hanging by a strap in the corner of the room, and returned clutching a fistful of what looked like honeycomb, complete with pearly white larvae inside. Holding it above the wounds, the figure carefully trickled the warm, golden liquid into Cade’s cuts. It burned like hell, but Cade knew that honey had been used as an antiseptic for centuries.

Indeed, Cade remembered it was so effective that honey was the only food in the world that didn’t have an expiration date. Even jars found in millennia-old Egyptian tombs had contained perfectly edible honey.

His mind was reeling, darting from one inane thought to another. It made him feel a little sick to smell the sweet, cloying liquid rubbed into his cuts by the figure’s hands.

Even as Cade opened his mouth to speak again, his saviour ducked away, this time returning with an amphora, its top corked. Cade’s interest was piqued. He was desperately thirsty, and he dreamed of cool ice water.

But when the figure opened it and gently shook its contents into their hands, it was not water that came out … but ants.

Or rather, one ant. The hooded figure quickly stoppered the jar and gripped the insect beneath its head. Then they moved to place it on Cade’s leg.

‘Hey!’ Cade yelled, jerking away. ‘What are you doing?’

Eyes glanced up, filled with annoyance, and Cade was startled to see a young man’s face. One eye was a pale blue, contrasting sharply with his olive skin, while the other was a dark brown. A calming hand was laid on his leg. The message was clear. Stay still.

Cade relaxed, and watched as the fingers squeezed and manipulated the ant until its mandibles opened. Then he pressed the sides of Cade’s largest wound together and lowered the ant. Cade winced as the mandibles dug in, suturing the skin together like a staple. Then the boy squeezed and twisted the thorax away, leaving the ant’s head in his leg.

It wasn’t pretty, comfortable … or sanitary, for that matter, but the wound’s oozing had stopped. The boy picked up the jar again, and Cade lay back, letting him get to work. After ten minutes of repeating the procedure, his rescuer finally stopped. His legs were clean of blood, with the half-circle of bite marks held closed with the black beads that were the ants’ heads.

Now, as the boy stood back and admired his handywork, Cade could finally get a good look at him.

He was perhaps a year or two older than Cade. Skinny as a rake and short too, he cut a diminutive figure. His hooded cloak was made from a patchwork quilt of furs and leathers, and beneath he wore a tunic that might once have been red, but was now faded brown and covered in mud and filth.

Perhaps most unusual was his hair. A white stripe ran across his matted fringe in a single streak. Cade might have thought it dyed were it not for their circumstances. That and the boy’s eyes. They were wide set, unusually so. There was a genetic condition of some kind at work here, but Cade couldn’t name it. Not that it mattered. He was immensely grateful to this person, who was now wrapping his legs in a damp, yellowed cloth.

Once that was done, the boy sat on the edge of Cade’s plinth. Only now did Cade guess that it was a sacrificial altar. There was some irony here, but he was too tired to work out what it was.

‘Thank you,’ Cade said, clasping the boy’s hands with his own. ‘I’m Cade. What’s your name?’

The boy stared at him blankly and shook his head. Cade realised he probably didn’t speak English. He tried again, pressing his hands to his chest.

‘Cade,’ he said.

The boy smiled, his eyes lighting up in recognition. He repeated the gesture.

‘Quintus.’

Cade’s heart began to beat faster. Because he recognised the name. Recognised it from his old Latin textbooks and the historical fiction he had grown up reading. Quintus. The name was Roman.








TWENTY-FIVE

Quintus was not a talkative sort. Now that Cade knew the boy was Roman, he realised ‘beebay’ was actually bibe, or ‘drink’ in Latin. But when Cade tried to engage him in conversation with his own rudimentary attempts at the language, the boy simply shook his head and wandered over to a pile of stone slabs, which he was using as a makeshift table.

Upon it, Cade could see dried strips of some form of jerky. His back facing Cade, Quintus set about eating them, the sound of chewing permeating the small space.

In his famished state, Cade could smell the gamey meat from across the chamber. His mouth flooded with saliva, and his stomach cramped with fresh hunger pangs.

‘Hey, can I get some of that?’ Cade asked.

Nothing.

Sighing, Cade looked around the chamber and was glad to see the Codex hovering above him. For some reason, Quintus had not seemed surprised by its presence. Cade was beginning to suspect the boy came from the Keep. Luckily, he knew how to confirm his theory. He turned to the Codex.
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‘Who is this, Codex?’ Cade asked.

‘All records of this individual’s name have been lost or destroyed,’ the Codex said in its dull voice. ‘But this remnant was a member of Legio IX Hispana, which disappeared from record in 108 AD, or 120 AD, depending on scholarly interpretation.’

Now they were getting somewhere. Cade felt his heart quicken, remembering the vigorous debates he’d had with his father over the fate of the missing legion. Here, the answer sat right in front of him.

But what was Quintus doing in this place?


It was hard to say what the chamber’s purpose had once been, but there were holes in the ceiling where light might have filtered in had it been daytime.

The entrance was a low passageway, while the contents of the room itself showed signs of an attempt to make it homey. A few furs along the floor, bright feathers dangling like fairy lights from the ceiling. A small bowl made from an animal skull contained a burning wick and a pool of animal fat within, and cast a glow to the space.

The room was almost as small as a college dorm room, and clearly the sacrificial altar did not belong here. He suspected this was a storage space, nothing more. Quintus had likely chosen it due to its low and easily defended entrance, and its distance from the outside. Cade noticed a smaller stone slab that Quintus must have been using to block the passage when he slept.

There were also weapons here. A short-sword, one that Cade recognised as a Roman gladius, and a slingshot. Not the Y-shaped slingshot kind used by kids in comic books, but the slings that had been used in ancient warfare – a rope with a loop for the finger on one end, a leather pouch to hold the pebble in the centre and a loose end on the other side. The weapon would be held at both ends, whipped over the head and the rope released, sending the projectile flying. A simple enough weapon, but an effective one.

Clearly the young man was good with it. Good enough to hunt down meat, if the gutted, bipedal, lizard-like dinosaurs hanging from a nearby drying rack were any indication. Curious, Cade asked the Codex what the creatures were. The room flashed blue as it scanned them.

‘Compsognathus is a genus of small, bipedal, carnivorous theropod, which lived approximately 157 million years ago,’ the Codex said. ‘It was first discovered in 1849 by—’

‘That’s enough,’ Cade said. ‘Less information from now on, OK?’

He recognised the name from the dinosaur picture books he had read as a child. Compies, the book had called them.

Strange. The carnosaur beneath his tree earlier was a relative of a dinosaur that existed 75 million years ago. Yet here they both were. Not to mention a Roman and a modern-day teen. If there was some explanation for this, Cade didn’t know it.

His stomach twinged again.

‘Hey,’ Cade said, suddenly desperate. ‘I’ll trade you for it, OK? Got a bag of swords not too far from here.’

Still no reaction, only the sound of the boy chewing.

‘Hello?’ Cade said, louder this time. ‘Can you hear me?’

More chewing.

‘Hey!’ Cade yelled. He winced, rubbing his dry throat.

Quintus stopped and cocked his head. He turned around, his eyes curious.

‘It’s rude to ignore people, you know,’ Cade muttered.

Quintus shrugged apologetically and pointed to his ears, one after the other. Then he shook his head.

‘Oh,’ Cade said, feeling embarrassed. ‘You’re deaf.’

So. Communication would probably be challenging, if the language barrier wasn’t already a problem. He motioned to the food and mimed eating it.

Quintus smacked his head, embarrassed, and handed some of the strips over. Cade unceremoniously stuffed them into his mouth. It was a chewy, gamey mass, but in his starved state it tasted like ambrosia. He gulped it down and rubbed his belly, showing his appreciation.

Quintus grinned, then took a seat on the table and examined Cade’s clothes with an inquisitive eye. Cade did the same, and somehow it did not seem strange as the pair looked each other over, trying to determine where the other came from. Or was that when?

The Roman’s eyes lit up all of a sudden, and he turned and went to the corner of the room. There was an animal skin there, much like the others that decorated the room. But this one had been fashioned into a crude poncho, with a deep hood and enough of a cloak to reach his lower back, the front clasped by wooden toggles.

Quintus held it out, and Cade took it with a grateful nod and a smile. He only wished he had something to give the boy in return, but the young legionary seemed happy enough as Cade threw it around his shoulders and pulled the hood over his head. It was warm, with the fur turned inside to tickle his ears.

‘Thank you,’ Cade said.

Clearly, Quintus did not think his clothing suitable attire for the relative chill of the planet’s night.

Again, the two stared at one another.

‘Why did you leave the Keep?’ Cade murmured, scratching his chin. ‘There was food there, and it was a hell of a lot safer than here. Unless the game was worse, of course.’

Quintus watched Cade’s lips as they moved, then shrugged. Could he lip read? Not in English, but perhaps … Latin.

Cade tried again, this time in his half-remembered pidgin Latin.

‘Where do you come from?’

Quintus replied, but Cade struggled to understand the words. There were flashes of understandable Latin, but whether it was an accent, slang, dialect, a speech impediment from his disability or some combination of all four, a lot of it was indecipherable to him. The Codex hovered above, and Cade had a flash of inspiration.

‘Codex, can you translate what he is saying into English?’

‘Yes.’

Jackpot. ‘Please do so.’

‘Sure.’

Cade grinned. It was getting better at speaking to him.

The Codex floated closer to him, until it hung by his ear. It was likely not the first time it had done this – who knew how long the Romans had used it before Cade had come along.

Elated, he motioned at Quintus to speak again. The boy rolled his eyes and repeated what he had said before. This time, the Codex spoke quietly as the boy was talking.

‘You wouldn’t be the first to not understand me.’

Cade nodded, but of course Quintus had not heard the Codex speak. Cade gave him a thumbs up and pointed at his ear and the Codex, as if to say he understood. Quintus perked up at that and spoke again.

‘You understand?’

Cade nodded.

‘My prayers have been answered. Perhaps Jupiter is not as deaf as I am.’

Cade tried his question again.

‘Where do you come from?’

The answer came quickly this time.

‘That is a question with many answers. I was born in Rome, but spent much of my life in Caledonia, as a slinger in the Ninth Legion. We were under attack by the Caledonii when I appeared here. That was almost a year ago.’

Caledonia. That’s what the Romans had called Scotland. Cade furrowed his brows, racking his brain for a question in Latin – why hadn’t he paid more attention in class? Quintus shrugged and kept talking, seemingly glad to have the opportunity to talk to someone.

‘Suddenly, I found myself in a desert. Strange though it seems, my legion and I were transported along with the battlefield we were fighting upon, which was scattered with the bodies of the dead.’

Cade’s eyes widened. So that was where the bodies had come from, and the strange square of land in the middle of the salt flats.

‘Stranger still, there were others waiting for us there. Other Romans, who had been there for many years. Soldiers from my future, and soldiers from our past.’

More revelations, though somehow they didn’t surprise Cade. That answered why there were coins from so many time periods. Or how, anyway.

‘I was taken to a fort into the mountainside,’ Quintus went on. ‘Built by the first Romans to be brought here, from the earliest days of our republic, when the legions rescued from the shores of Africa were lost in the great storm.’

Cade knew who he must have been speaking of – the famed lost army of the First Punic War. Retreating from a failed invasion of Africa, the Romans had loaded their army on to their fleet, and a storm had destroyed it utterly on the voyage back to Italy. To think that perhaps tens of thousands of drowning men had been plucked from a seething sea and left here, on another world …

‘But those first men were long dead of old age, and had been replaced by other Romans to continue their vigil. It was these latest Romans who greeted us, out in the desert. They were our ancestors, who survived the battles of Carrhae and Teutoburg Forest; and our progeny, those who fought in the revolt of Bar Kokhba and others who were abandoned on the island of Britannia, when our great empire fell.’

Cade could hardly believe it. It was as if someone had been watching over the world, snatching people up like game pieces on a board – with a particular penchant for Romans. And all transported here, replenishing the fort’s garrison with fresh troops each generation. Quintus’s legion must have been the most recent batch.

He recognised the battles and events that Quintus had mentioned. Of all the people in the world, he, a history scholar, was sitting here with this relic from the past. If anything, this confirmed his theory. He had been chosen for a reason – it was too much of a coincidence.

‘What next?’ was all Cade could think to say, watching as Quintus’s eyes followed the movement of his lips.

‘In truth, I do not know much – few have the patience to talk to one such as I. I do know that my legion and I had been summoned to do battle with a great foe, as had other legions before me. The weakest of us were left to defend the battlements, while the rest of the men left for battle. We were told they would return in a few weeks, then they marched into the desert and out of sight.’

Quintus looked sombre now, a faraway look in his eyes.

‘They never came back. We waited for almost a month, and then the game began again. The gods informed us we were contenders, as the Romans before us had been. But how could we survive it when all those thousands of men had left and not returned? I was one of the first to leave. The others must have left soon after.’

Cade swallowed. Thousands of men, gone. What fresh horrors awaited that could do such a thing? But a word stood out among the rest.

‘Gods?’ he asked.

‘The new gods. The ones who make us play this game.’

His pulse quickened. Now the answers as to who had brought them here were coming to the light. But gods? Every theory he’d had involved science. The supernatural had never crossed his mind. Could it be that this was the result of the occult, or some dark magic?

And yet – the Codex, the forcefields. Those didn’t feel magical. They were technology.

But one thing at a time. He needed to know more about what they might be up against if they went back to the Keep. He certainly didn’t want to live here, scratching out an existence, eating lizards and getting chased by raptors. And it seemed Quintus knew of no better alternative, or he would have left Hueitapalan by now.

‘Game?’ Cade asked. He wished his Latin were better; he could have asked more complex questions. It seemed that Quintus would be doing most of the talking.

‘The game we must play, if we wish to return home and for Earth to stay safe. In truth, I regret my leaving.’

Now Cade was even more confused. ‘Safe?’

‘Action prohibited. Parameters readjusted.’

Cade turned to the Codex. ‘I think you mistranslated that one.’

‘I’m sorry, Cade. Your Strategos has removed my ability to translate until the qualifying round is completed.’

Strategos? What on earth – or wherever they were – was a Strategos?

Quintus was talking again, but Cade shook his head. Quintus tried one more time, but Cade pointed at his ear and the Codex and then shook his head again. Quintus hung his head in disappointment, then busied himself with tidying away the amphora and poultice bowl, leaving Cade to fume.

‘What is a Strategos?’ Cade demanded.

‘Answer prohibited.’

‘Dammit,’ Cade cursed, burying his head in his hands. ‘Just when we were getting somewhere.’

After a few moments, he tried again. Something about one of Quintus’s answers gnawed at him.

‘Why should we play this game at all?’ Cade asked. ‘What happens if we win?’

The Codex was silent for a moment, seemingly considering its answer. As if now there was somebody deciding on what it could – and couldn’t – say. The Strategos. Or perhaps … one of Quintus’s gods.

‘Winning the qualifying round will result in prohibitions being lifted and access to higher Codex functions,’ the Codex said. ‘Contenders will also gain access to the leaderboard and the right to represent Earth.’

None of that made any sense to Cade.

‘How do we win?’ Cade asked. He should have asked more about the qualifying round a long time ago, with more specific questions. But with everything that had happened, it had seemed like the least of his worries.

‘Contenders must defend their home base from attack. Complete loss of life or uncontested occupation of the home base will constitute a loss and movement down the leaderboard.’

‘Where is the home base?’

‘It is in this location.’

The Codex projected the map into the air, making Quintus jump. The boy shrank away from it, hiding behind the altar and gazing at it with wide eyes. It seemed the young legionary hadn’t seen the Codex project something before, even if the floating object itself did not surprise him.

Cade looked at the map and saw a dot where the Keep was, flashing bright red. So they had needed to defend that place all along. He wondered if the Keep had been built for that very purpose.

‘And what’s the leaderboard?’ he asked.

‘Answer prohibited.’

‘What will we be defending against?’

‘Answer prohibited.’

Cade groaned. ‘Can you at least tell me what happens if we lose?’ he asked. ‘Or if we don’t play at all?’

The Codex answered in its bored voice. And yet each word sounded like a death knell in Cade’s ears.

‘Planet Earth will be destroyed.’








TWENTY-SIX

Cade awoke to sunlight streaming through the holes in the roof. For a moment he lay there, comfortable for what felt like the first time in an eternity, his only disturbance the dull throb of pain from the bites in his legs and the screech of birds and other creatures greeting the dawn. No longer thirsty or hungry, he took a moment to enjoy the feeling. But before he could, the Codex’s words from the night before came rushing back to haunt him.

He had spent the better part of an hour questioning the Codex on this, but it had shut down communication. The Strategos, whatever it was, seemed to have decided that Cade had learned enough for that day.

What will happen if we don’t complete the qualifying round?

The end of the world, apparently. Was that even possible? Considering everything he had seen so far, anything was possible. Dinosaurs no longer extinct, yet somehow in the same unevolved form, millions of years later. Romans from centuries ago, all from different time periods, together at once. But what time period was it? Were they still in the modern day, or had Cade been taken to the past?

Or maybe transported to the future?

And yet there was little evidence of things being brought backwards in time from his future – unless the Codex and the forcefields were some form of advanced manmade technology from the year 3000.

It was a mystery that would need to wait for another day. One thing he knew for sure – whoever had created this place, they had the power to destroy the Earth. For all he knew, they could teleport it, bit by bit, into the sun.

He pictured his parents burned away in an instant. The thought of them gone, just like that, filled him with such despair. And the children. Everyone. Every species on the planet, from the smallest bacteria to the whales beneath the oceans.

But worst of all, the future of humanity was at stake. Two hundred thousand years of human achievement, and all its unrealised potential thereafter, gone in a flash. Unthinkable. Yet here he was, lazing in the dappled sunlight.

Resolved, Cade rolled from his place on the altar, only to find himself alone, unless he counted the Codex.
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No sign of Quintus.

‘Quintus?’ Cade called.

He kicked himself. The boy was quite deaf – shouting was futile.

Groaning, Cade approached one of the amphorae in the corner and, after making sure it wasn’t the one full of ants, took a deep swig. That done, he stuffed his mouth with the last of the jerky, grimacing as the gamey taste coated his tongue. It had tasted so good when he’d been starving the night before.

For a moment he considered taking the sword, propped in its scabbard against the wall. He decided against it. If he couldn’t find Quintus he’d come back and wait for him.

Quintus had pushed a paving stone in the way of the entrance, most likely to keep out scavenging dinosaurs, but Cade managed to scrape it aside and squeeze through. In the light of day, the passageway was far less foreboding, with sunshine pushing its way through chinks in the stone.

There was little sign of Quintus, but from the footprints in the dirt and dust that coated the floor, he could tell the path the young legionary usually took. With nowhere else to go, Cade followed it. To his surprise, his legs did not hurt as much as he thought they would have, though they itched something terrible now they’d began to scab over, and he could feel the ant heads scratching on the inside of his pant legs.

Eventually, Cade found himself standing in the entrance to the cave, an array of buildings laid out before him. It seemed that the small, green bipedal dinosaurs known as compies were everywhere – he could see them hopping and skipping around, chasing the bugs and mice that must live in the many nooks and crannies of the structures.

The compies were not the only inhabitants. Pterosaurs gathered on the tops of the ziggurats that surrounded him, looking much like a flock of seagulls on a rocky beach. The colours that adorned each body were extraordinary, and would not have been out of place at a tropical bird’s treehouse. Only these ‘birds’ were featherless, with bat-like wings and strange, bony protuberances on their heads. Many had toothed mouths instead of beaks, and all seemed to sport dangerous talons.

Interestingly, he could see scores of nests high up, many of them spilling from the mouths of the Mayan gargoyles that adorned the temple tops. They sounded like a pack of seagulls too, squawking and screeching at one another, making the entire city of Hueitapalan echo with a cacophony of noise. It grated on Cade’s already frazzled nerves, and he wondered if Quintus could hear it at all.

They varied in size, many no larger than sparrows, others so large that he had to look twice to be sure he was seeing straight. All seemed to roost together, refusing to differentiate by species. Even the few that appeared as gigantic as giraffes had the company of their smaller cousins, and Cade stared as they splayed their wings like monstrous statues, warming up in the morning sun. He quickened his pace then, fearing they might swoop down and snatch him up like Sinbad and the roc.

It was then that he spotted Quintus, crouched behind a large pillar in the very centre of the plaza. For a moment, Cade thought he was hunting, for he was very still, his head barely poking out from the great pillar’s edge, the sling dangling at the ready from his hand.

But these were no compies Quintus was watching. Cade’s heart leaped to his throat, stifling a shout of joy.

At the very edge of the jungle, skirting the border of the city … were people.

People!

They wore plate armour and chainmail, and each carried some form of axe or sword. The figures were too far away to identify, but already Cade’s mind was drifting to chivalrous knights of medieval England. Men who could understand him. Who could help him win the qualifying round.

Already Cade’s legs were moving, unbidden, and now he turned his shambling into a run, stitches be damned.

‘Hey,’ he yelled out, wincing at his raw throat.

But the noise from the pterosaurs drowned him out. The men had disappeared behind a smaller pyramid, and Cade felt the irrational fear that he’d lost them. Breaking into a sprint, he tore past Quintus, and heard him call out.

He was likely warning him of the pterosaurs, but it was time to throw caution to the wind. He could not believe his luck.

Hell, they might even be contenders too!

Gasping for breath, Cade rounded the pyramid only to see the men disappearing into the trees. He followed, tearing through the branches like a wild animal, careless of the thorns and twigs that caught on his clothing.

He stumbled into a clearing, where the vegetation was knee high. To his surprise, the men were waiting for him, their weapons held ready, bodies crouched for action. There were four of them, but all wore helmets that obscured their faces.

The closest bellowed foreign words from behind his face-plate, brandishing his sword.

Cade staggered to a stop, holding his hands up.

He smiled at them, trying to show he wasn’t a threat. After a few moments, the nearest of them pulled off his helmet.

His dark hair was cut short, and what little remained was slicked back with sweat. It was no wonder – the day was swelteringly hot, even this early in the morning.

The man returned his smile and muttered some calming words in a foreign language.

Cade took a step closer and the man beckoned him with a mailed hand.

‘Thank God I found you gu—’ Cade began.

He never saw the fist coming.








TWENTY-SEVEN

Pain. It felt like it would split Cade’s head in two, yet still he forced his eyes open. To his surprise, the world had turned dark. For a single panicked moment he thought he had gone blind, but then he saw the stars in the sky, just visible beyond the dense foliage of the canopy.

‘He’s awake,’ came a soft voice.

A girl’s face swam into view, lit by a flickering flame somewhere to his left. A heart-shaped, freckled face, with eyebrows furrowed. Her lips parted, pink tongue poked out in concentration, and Cade felt a cool cloth bathing his brow.

‘Easy does it,’ the girl said, and Cade felt a hand beneath his neck, helping him to sit up.

The world spun, but he managed to stay upright, taking in his surroundings.

He was in a cage. A wooden one, it seemed, made of stakes lashed with rope. Beyond it, Cade could see the armoured men hunkered around a fire, with a rudimentary palisade encircling the entire campsite.

And surrounding him … were four schoolgirls.

There was no other way to describe them. Each wore a chequered skirt, knee-high socks and a buttoned blouse, though their clothes were almost as dirty and ragged as his own.

The one who had helped him sit gave him an appraising look. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, making her furrowed brow all the more evident. Her brown eyes spoke of part-Asian descent, and they narrowed with suspicion as she looked at him.

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

A British accent. It was refined too, the sort of accent he imagined the Queen speaking with.

‘How long have I been out?’ Cade groaned.

‘They brought you in this morning,’ the girl said, her voice impatient. Cade peered at the men again, and she snapped her fingers to get his attention.

‘Who are you?’ she repeated.

Cade shook his head, then regretted it as his skull lanced with pain. He reached up tentatively to touch his forehead, and found an egg-sized lump there.

‘Cade,’ he said. ‘My name is Cade.’

She looked at him expectantly.

‘Is that it?’ she said.

‘I could ask you the same question,’ Cade said. ‘Who are you?’

The girl rolled her eyes. ‘I’m Amber,’ she said, ‘and that’s—’

‘Grace,’ the girl behind her said quickly.

Grace had dark skin, with high cheekbones and braided cornrows. He could tell she was tall, even when she was sitting down. Now that Cade looked, her blouse was spattered red. None of them appeared injured, though. He wondered absently whose blood it was.

‘I’m Bea,’ said another girl.

‘And Trix,’ the other chimed in.

The pair were identical twins, and Cade found it hard to imagine parents intentionally saddling them with those names. Both were short girls with elfin faces and blonde tresses, though their hair was streaked with dirt.

‘Now we’re all acquainted,’ Amber said, exasperated, ‘maybe you can tell us what you know.’

But Cade wasn’t listening. He’d suddenly realised the Codex wasn’t there.

‘Codex?’ Cade called out.

‘What are you blathering on about?’ Amber said, throwing her hands up in the air.

Beyond him, Cade saw the Codex flicker into existence. Then, as Amber spun to see what he was staring at, it disappeared.

Camouflage. That’s new. Maybe it doesn’t want them to see it. But … these have to be other contenders … surely?

‘Are you contenders?’ Cade blurted out.

‘Are we what?’ Amber demanded.

Cade sighed.

‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘Look, why don’t you tell me how you got here, and I’ll fill in the rest.’

Silence.

‘He knows something,’ Grace growled. ‘He knows exactly what’s going on.’

‘You think I’d be in this cage with you if I did?’ Cade snapped back.

‘Maybe you’re a spy,’ Grace said. ‘Maybe they sent you in here to find out what we know.’

‘What would be the point of that?’ Cade replied. ‘Sounds like you don’t know anything.’

Trix raised her hands, trying to calm them. ‘This isn’t helping. How about we go first. Bea?’

The other twin, Bea, gave Cade a shy smile, then cleared her throat as if at a poetry recital.

‘We were on our way in the school minivan to a hockey game, driving through the woods,’ she said, and Cade had to lean closer, her voice was so low. ‘Then suddenly the minivan was tearing through some bushes in the middle of a jungle.’

‘Where?’ Cade asked.

‘You tell us!’ Amber snapped.

‘I mean where were you before,’ Cade said. Now it was his turn to roll his eyes.

‘Duh. England. Shropshire?’ Bea said, looking at Cade as if he were an idiot.

‘Then what?’ Cade said.

‘Well, there were eleven of us, plus our coach. And the van gets stuck in the middle of the trees, right?’

She looked at Cade expectantly.

‘Right …’ said Cade.

‘So we get out, try to find the road. Only we can’t. And then … we were attacked.’

She faltered, her voice cracking. Trix put her arms around her sister, comforting the girl.

Could it have been vipers?

‘Did they look kind of like … hairless chimps with a piranha’s head?’ Cade asked, realising just how foolish he must sound.

They stared at him.

‘No. We didn’t get a good look at them but it wasn’t that.’ Amber spoke slowly, as if talking to a madman. ‘Have you seen … piranha-chimps?’

Cade ignored her. ‘Then what?’

This time, it was Trix who answered, having gathered her courage.

‘We ran. But we were the only ones who made it back to the minivan. We hid in there till they got bored and left. Big feathery things, like giant chickens or something.’

She paused, her lip trembling.

‘After a few days we ran out of water and food, so we decided to go look for help,’ Grace said, her voice laced with impatience. ‘That’s when these guys found us. They threatened us with their weapons, tied us together and forced us to walk here, where they had this cage and camp.’

‘Did they speak to you?’ Cade asked.

‘We only heard them speak in another language,’ Amber said, shaking her head. ‘We have no idea what it is.’

‘But I think they understand English,’ Grace said quickly. ‘The young one was listening to us when we were talking earlier, I swear.’

Cade glanced over at the men and noticed there were five of them now. The camp was far too large for just five men and a cage, perhaps as wide and long as the Keep’s atrium had been. Now that he looked, he saw a long wooden table with benches beyond the fire that could have fit more than forty people.

‘They must be part of a larger group,’ Cade said, crawling closer to the wooden bars.

Amber nodded. ‘There were more of them here before, but they were gone almost as soon as they arrived.’

She bit her lower lip.

‘We think these guys stayed to keep … hunting for more people,’ she said, pointing at the campfire. ‘They left the youngest one on watch. Do you see him?’

He followed the line of her finger to see a fellow who looked little older than Cade. As if he could sense their eyes on him, the boy turned to stare at them, until a barked order from one of the men made him turn away.

‘And that’s it?’ Cade asked. ‘You don’t know what they want us for?’

‘Well, when we first got here we thought they wanted us girls for, wives or something,’ Grace said, grimacing. ‘So it was kind of a relief when they threw you in here.’

‘Not for me,’ Trix said glumly. ‘My money’s on cannibalism. I almost didn’t touch the stew they gave us earlier.’

Cade’s stomach twisted at the thought.

They needed to escape. And soon – he suspected that they’d be moved somewhere more secure by daybreak. After all, they had five prisoners now. One for each of them.

‘Look, I have a … friend … sort of,’ Cade said. ‘He may have followed us here, might even be watching us from behind the palisade. Maybe we can send him a signal when the guards have gone to sleep, get him to break us out.’

‘How?’ Grace asked.

‘Maybe if we flash a light at him,’ Cade said, peering at the palisade, hoping he might see Quintus’s face peering between the wooden poles. ‘Do any of you have your phones?’

For what felt like the tenth time that day, the girls looked at him like he was insane.

‘We all have phones …’ Amber said.

‘Great, well do they have any battery left?’ Cade asked.

‘Mine doesn’t have a battery,’ Grace said, confusion stamped across her face.

‘I don’t see how my phone is going to help us,’ Trix said. ‘It’s not like I can use it from here; it’s at home. And who would we call?’

‘I thought you wanted to make light … why are you asking if we own phones?’ Bea asked.

Cade went very still, realisation slowly dawning on him. He phrased his next question as casually as he dared.

‘This may seem like a weird question but … what year do you think it is?’

Again, they stared at him.

‘1985,’ Amber said. ‘Why?’








TWENTY-EIGHT

Cade took some time to gather his thoughts, ignoring their groans of impatience. 1985. Before mobile phones were a thing. Before even the Internet! When music was on cassettes or vinyl, and video games weren’t even in 3D. And here they were. Completely oblivious.

‘I don’t know how to tell you this,’ Cade said. ‘But I come from the future.’

Amber burst out laughing.

‘Like the Terminator?’ she said.

The others chuckled.

‘Well …’ Cade muttered.

‘I just watched it,’ Amber laughed. ‘Wasn’t it great!’ She wiped her eyes. ‘Oh, it feels good to laugh in all this mess.’

Grace wasn’t amused, though.

‘Now’s not the time for jokes,’ she said. ‘Tell us what’s really going on.’

Cade scratched his head.

‘Did you notice we’re on another planet?’ he asked. ‘And that you were attacked by a dinosaur?’

He looked up at the stars, and though the sky was tinged with the thin light of what must have been a crescent moon, the red satellite and its small white companion were out of sight. The girls must not have seen it yet, what with their minivan being stuck beneath the canopy.

‘Dinosaurs don’t have feathers,’ Trix muttered.

Cade groaned and rubbed his eyes.

‘Listen, you’ve been taken out of time, and placed on another planet. I come from several decades ahead of you, and I’m in the same spot. I don’t know what year it is, or where we are.’

‘Seriously, you’re not funny,’ Grace said.

Only Bea seemed to be taking him at his word, the blood draining from her already pale face.

‘That’s impossible,’ she whispered.

‘You think we’re in the English countryside right now?’ Cade snapped. ‘You think those men there are a bunch of tourists playing a prank?’

There was no laughter now. Only fallen faces and narrowed eyes.

He opened his mouth to speak again, and heard an angry bark from the armoured men. The words made no sense, but the meaning was clear. Silence.

Cade leaned in and whispered. ‘Tell me, after seeing the creature that attacked you, seeing this jungle, that you don’t think something impossible is going on.’

More silence.

It was Amber who spoke first. ‘Let’s say you’re telling the truth. Do you have a plan to get us out of here?’

Cade shook his head.

‘Well then, it’s back to plan A,’ she muttered.

Cade furrowed his brow, then winced as he felt the skin tighten on his head wound. That was going to be sore for a long time.

‘Plan A?’ Cade asked.

‘Not so loud,’ Grace hushed him.

She leaned closer to speak, but Amber gripped her shoulder.

‘We can’t trust him yet,’ she said. ‘He could still have been sent in here to see if we’re planning an escape.’

‘Seriously?’ Cade asked.

Amber ignored him. ‘Just wait,’ she said. ‘And keep quiet.’

Cade shrugged. In their shoes, he’d likely think no differently. Pressing his face up to the cage bars, he turned his attention to the next mystery.

Who were these men? They might have been medieval knights, but that time period wasn’t Cade’s area of expertise.

But even if it was … the armour could have been scavenged from corpses. There were a lot of maybes. And none of it helped him work out what intentions the men had with him and the girls.

He might have asked the Codex about the men, but he knew it would scan them in a flash of light – and who knew how they would react then?

Even if he asked it more subtle questions, given its silence the day before and its camouflaged state, he doubted it would respond. If he started asking questions into empty space with no reply, the girls would question his sanity.

He did know one thing though. Cannibalism was unlikely; after all, these men had given the girls food – a pointless exercise if they were about to kill them. He was leaning more towards slavery. After all, it had been almost universally present in human societies right up until the past few centuries, with pockets of it still in existence. It wouldn’t be a stretch to imagine the practice rearing its ugly head in this strange world.

Clearly this was only a staging camp, a safe place to sleep before moving them to a new location.

‘Who are these guys?’ Cade whispered to himself.

And who were the girls? If they were not contenders, and neither were these men, then what purpose did they serve in this world? People abandoned in the jungle as fodder for the dinosaurs? Perhaps these so-called gods enjoyed watching them fend for themselves.

Or perhaps both the girls and the men were all part of a larger game. People for contenders to recruit … or to compete with for the scarce weapons and resources left scattered throughout the caldera. Maybe both. It was impossible to say.

If contenders were the players then these girls were … game pieces? The thought of it made him feel ill.

His mind was too fuzzy to think further. All he knew was that he was running out of time, and he had lost an entire day. Already his eyelids were drooping, and he was glad of the hood Quintus had given him as he nestled deeper beneath it for warmth.

Does unconsciousness count as sleep?

He stared into the camp a while longer, but no new clues presented themselves. A search of their cage also bore little fruit – only a rusted length of chain, one that must have been used on more unruly captives.

The men were settling down beside the fire, having thrown up a makeshift canopy above them in case it rained. No such protection for Cade and the girls.

All remained in full armour, though one of them hadn’t curled up beneath the canopy. It was the young boy, sitting moodily on a stool beside the fire. Guard duty. Cade suspected he was new, and low in the pecking order. The group’s underling.

The boy was pale, paler than one might expect in this climate. And his eyes were a watery blue, with blonde hair that was long and braided. Cade might have thought him a girl, were it not for the small, fluffy moustache growing on his upper lip.

The boy looked scared, his eyes constantly roving along the tops of the walls. Perhaps this was his first people-hunting mission. His first time out in the jungle. There was a safe place somewhere here. It was just a shame that in order to get there, Cade would be in chains.

Soon, the sound of snores permeated the camp and the coals of the campfire had burned low. The girls were huddled across the cage from him, on the side facing the campfire. Their backs were to him, and he couldn’t tell who was sleeping, whispering or praying. Whichever it was, they wanted nothing to do with him.

But it was warm and dry at least, the ground beneath them covered with a thin layer of straw. So he slept, waiting for whatever plan it was that the girls had concocted to come to fruition.








TWENTY-NINE

Cade woke to the sound of voices. He half opened his eyes, only to see Amber pressed up against the bars nearby, her hand outstretched towards the young guard.

‘Please,’ she was whispering. ‘Water.’

Cade didn’t move. It was still night, and the girls were laid out beside her, curled together in a heap. The pail of water they had been given was on its side, the straw still damp from the spillage. One of them must have kicked it over in their sleep.

The guard shook his head, glancing over his shoulder at the sleeping men.

‘I’m so thirsty. Please!’

She used her other hand to grasp at her throat, the other still outstretched in supplication. This went on for almost ten seconds. It was only then that the guard stood and came closer, a fur-covered flask held in his hand. He stopped a few feet from the cage, eyeing her like she was a wild animal.

‘Please,’ Amber said hoarsely.

Cade could see she had wiped the dirt from her face, and her hair had been let down to fall about her shoulders. Despite it all, he couldn’t help but notice that she was beautiful.

A tear ran slowly down her right cheek, and the guard shuffled closer still. Finally, he held the flask outstretched, and she snatched it from him. Tearing the cork from the top, Amber gulped it down, emptying it, then holding it above her head and tapping it for more.

Cade watched through half-closed eyes as the guard held a hand out expectantly. But Amber was oblivious. Spent, she collapsed back to the floor of the cage, letting the flask fall to the ground outside the bars.

‘Girl,’ he said.

Even from that one word, Cade could detect a strange accent.

‘Girl,’ he tried again.

Amber lay still, the hair across her face fluttering with her soft breaths. The guard took a tentative step closer, his hand hovering over the axe hanging from his belt. But, still, Amber remained motionless. The flask lay on the ground, fallen from her palm, her arm outstretched through the bars of the cage.

Another step. Now he was but two feet away, grasping for the flask with his fingertips. Cade tensed. Could he reach him?

Amber lunged. Her hand struck like a snake, pulling the guard off balance. He sprawled against the cage, and suddenly more hands were reaching for him, Grace grasping him by his long blonde hair, tugging his head through the bars. Her other hand clamped over his mouth, cutting short a scream. Amber’s arm went around his neck. She held him in place as he tried to wriggle free.

For a second there was silence, the only sound the scuffling of the guard’s feet against the earth, and a muffled humming as he tried to yell through his nose. By now Cade was up, but all eyes, including the guard’s, were turned to the sleeping men beside the campfire. There was no sign that they had been disturbed.


Then Trix was moving, threading her hands through the bars and pulling the axe from his belt. She stared at it, unsure what to do, until Amber took it with her spare hand and pressed it against the soft underside of the guard’s chin.

‘I want you to know that I will slit your throat if it means getting out of here,’ Amber whispered.

The young guard stared up at her, his pale blue eyes full of fear.

‘Nod so I know you understand me,’ she whispered.

He nodded frantically, even as the axe grazed his skin and sent a rivulet of blood down his neck.

‘Told you he understands English.’ Grace said, smirking.

Amber rolled her eyes, then handed the axe to Bea.

‘Get to work,’ she said.

It was masterfully done. Cade was impressed.

‘That was amazing, Amber,’ Cade whispered.

‘I had a year of sixth-form drama,’ she said.

Cade had no idea what that meant. He shrugged and turned to see Bea sawing away with the axe blade, her hand working frantically back and forth. Not at the thick branches that latticed them in, but instead at the twine tied tightly along the edges that kept the cage’s side in place. But Bea’s hands were shaking, her nerves getting the better of her.

‘Let me,’ he said, holding out a hand. Relieved, she went to give it to him.

‘Bea, don’t gi—’ Amber hissed, but it was too late. The axe was his.

There was a moment of panic, neither Grace nor Amber able to relinquish the guard, while Bea and Trix were frozen in place, horrified.

Cade rolled his eyes and shuffled closer to the bars, then began sawing at the twine himself.

‘Guess that’s sorted then,’ Trix muttered.

With his steady hands, Cade was soon through the first few knots, the cordage parting beneath the sharp blade. Soon there was only one more tie to cut – with it gone, the entire backside would fall from the cage.

‘Are we taking him with us?’ Grace hissed, before the final slice. ‘Maybe we should ask him some questions first.’

Amber shook her head. ‘Too risky,’ she replied. ‘Outside.’


Cade nodded and cut the final strand, with Bea and Trix lowering the side of the cage to the ground.

Then they were out. But a new problem faced them. The gates to the compound were across the camp, past the sleeping men and the fire. And they had to figure out what to do with the guard.

A sick thought crossed Cade’s mind. It’d be better if they killed the guard first.

Is this what I’ve become?

‘Axe,’ Amber said, holding out her hand.

Cade hesitated, wondering if she’d had the same thought. He handed it to her – this was her plan after all. Lacking a weapon, he picked up the length of chain – maybe they could use it to tie up the boy later.

It clinked as he stuffed it into his pocket, and Amber glared at him before pressing the axe against the guard’s throat.

‘Stay quiet, and I might just leave you somewhere outside where the monsters won’t get you.’

‘Dinosaurs,’ Cade muttered under his breath.

Amber ignored him, instead looking at the boy, waiting for his answer. His eyes widened in panic, clearly terrified of being beyond the palisade. But the sharp blade of the axe was a far worse alternative. The guard let out a breath and nodded.

‘Let’s go.’

With the guard’s neck still in Amber’s headlock, the group skirted the edge of the palisade, working their way to the gates. There, Cade could see a heavy wooden bar blocking it. They could lift it at a pinch. But all the while he searched for clues. Anything that might help him understand who these men were. But there was nothing. Just footprints in the grass, the long wooden table and the men. This was a staging area, nothing more.

Finally, they reached the gates, and both Cade and Grace lifted the bar, struggling beneath the weight. Only then did the doors creak open. Too loudly. Grace grabbed Cade’s arm, stopping him from opening it further, then one by one the girls pushed through the narrow gap they had created.

Soon it was only Amber and Cade left.

‘Go on,’ she urged.

It was then that the guard made his move. In a sudden motion, he wrenched himself free from Amber, unleashing a wordless yell. He stood there, as if surprised to still be alive, while Amber’s axe hung limp in her hand. Cade’s fist was moving before he even knew it, slamming into the guard’s chin with a crack.

The guard collapsed, and Cade’s hand hurt like hell, but there was no time to check if he’d knocked him out. There were stirrings from the sleeping men. One sat up, bleary eyed.

Amber grabbed Cade’s arm and tugged him through, even as the man called out in a language they couldn’t understand, still unaware of their escape. Cade stopped, just on the other side of the gates.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Amber.

‘Buying us time,’ Cade said, yanking his arm away.

He still had the chain in his pocket, and now he ducked back through the gap in the gate doors and threaded the chain around the iron holders that the bar had rested upon, keeping the loose ends in his hands.

There was a shout of anger from within as he ducked back through the doors and pulled them near-closed behind him, the ends still sticking through the crack. Footsteps thudded across the grass, followed by more yelling. Cade knotted the chain once, then twice for good measure.

A huge weight slammed against the door, but the rusted chain held, the lumpy knot pressing against the door. He turned, only to see the girls were already running. Amber alone had stayed, the axe raised, lips tight with fear and fury.

‘I didn’t wait for you,’ she blurted as Cade raised his eyebrows at her. ‘I was going to buy them time.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ Cade said.

There was a rough path ahead of them, but the girls had run into the trees, hoping to lose them in the jungle.

A second blow cracked behind them, and this time there was the sound of splintering wood. A bloodshot eye peered through the door gap, followed by a roar of rage.

‘It won’t hold them for long,’ Cade said. ‘Let’s go.’

They broke into a run, even as more blows fell on the gates.

‘Do you know which direction?’ Amber panted.

‘Anywhere but here.’








THIRTY

It was almost impossible to run in the darkness. Amber and Cade caught up with the others almost immediately, the girls fumbling through the black curtain of night, cursing as they tripped on the uneven ground, and the branches tore at their faces and hair.

Soon it got marginally better, their eyes adjusting to the dim light, but progress remained slow. And, soon enough, men with torches would be coming behind them. Cade didn’t think all would be forgiven if they were caught either.

The group stopped in unspoken agreement when they broke through to a clearing, leaning with their hands on their knees and taking great sobbing breaths. Cade was struggling to keep up, the wounds in his legs beginning to ache. He was the last to struggle through the trees, huffing with relief at the brief respite.

‘I’ve never touched so many cobwebs in all my wretched life,’ Trix wailed, slapping at herself with her hands. ‘I must be crawling with spiders.’

Cade couldn’t help but agree with her. He went to stand beside Amber, who was itching and pawing at her hair. He wouldn’t be surprised if a few insects had taken up residence there.

‘Bastard,’ Amber snapped.

Cade held up his hands. ‘I’m doing my best. Just give me a minute.’

‘Not you,’ Amber groaned. ‘That boy with the pigtails. If he’d just …’

‘… let you chain him up and leave him helpless in the jungle to get eaten?’ Grace finished off her sentence, a mischievous gleam in her eye. ‘Maybe after a nice interrogation by the mad girl with the axe? I’m surprised we got as far as we did.’

‘Point taken,’ Amber sighed.

‘Would have liked interrogating him though,’ Cade said, straightening. ‘I would love to know where he came from.’

‘Don’t you mean when he came from?’ Trix asked. ‘He’s from the future, like you, right?’

She only sounded slightly sarcastic. That was an improvement.

Cade shook his head. ‘I’m not sure. From what I know of this place, most people come from much further in the past than you – there are dinosaurs here after all. But that doesn’t mean he’s from another time.’

‘Oh? And what year do you think it is now?’ Amber asked. The sarcasm was positively dripping from every word. Cade answered her regardless.

‘If I had to guess, I’d say we’re in the same time period as where I came from. I’ve yet to see anyone from the future, which would suggest I’m the most “up to date”.’

His words were met with silence. And yet there was so much more to say. More to tell them.

The qualifying round. Being a contender. The Romans, the gods, the end of the goddamned world. The Codex. Even now, it was still following him, for he could hear it pushing through the leaves above him. It was yet to reveal itself, and Cade wasn’t entirely sure why it was invisible at all.

But now didn’t seem like the right time to ask them to join him in a fight to the death.

‘We should get moving,’ Amber said, staring into the darkness.

‘I don’t know,’ Grace said. ‘We’ve been running for an hour … and there’s things out here. We keep crashing around and something’s bound to come across us. And we could be running in circles for all we know.’

‘So what do you suggest?’ Amber said. ‘That we just stay here, wait for those men to get us?’

‘It’s dark for them too, even if they have torches!’ Grace replied. ‘And there’s a reason they sleep behind a palisade. I bet they spent ten minutes looking for us and went back to camp. They’re probably as scared to be out here as we are. More so, really, because we don’t even know what is out here.’

‘Dinosaurs,’ Cade muttered.

‘Shut up,’ they snapped in unison.


Cade shut up.

‘We wait here then,’ Amber said. ‘But as soon as there’s daylight, we move on.’

‘Should we sleep?’ Bea asked in a quiet voice.

‘You think we’ll sleep … out here?’ Trix asked.

‘Never mind,’ Bea said, sitting cross-legged on the ground and putting her chin in her hands. Cade joined her, glad that the mossy soil was dry at least. The others soon followed, and they huddled together. Despite the climate, it was chilly, and Cade felt a little left out as the girls put their arms around one another. He sat at the edge of the circle, his hands tucked into his armpits.

In the mad rush, all they had heard was the crashing of branches and their ragged breathing as they tore through the jungle. But now, the night noises were loud and clear. The whine and churr of the insects were a constant, while the discordant throaty coughs, whoops and shrieks of the larger creatures made them shudder with every sound. Trix was right – there would be no sleep that night.

Trying to distract himself from the combination of the chill and his fear of nocturnal predators, Cade spoke up.

‘So … you guys were a hockey team? I didn’t think they had many ice rinks in England.’

Even through the gloom, Cade saw the withering look Amber gave him.

‘Not ice hockey, dumbass. Hockey. You Americans call it field hockey.’

So much for small talk.

Amber relented, her furrowed brows unknitting. ‘I was the captain. Grace, the goalie. Trix and Bea were our wingers. The others …’

‘I don’t want to talk about them,’ Bea said quickly.

Amber rubbed her shoulder and forced a smile at Cade. ‘So, tell us about the future.’

Her voice was only half-joking.

Cade shrugged. ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Do they have flying cars?’ Trix asked.

‘Nope,’ Cade said. ‘But they have electric ones.’

‘Did we go to Mars?’ Bea asked. ‘I’ve always wondered what it would be like on Mars.’

‘Um …’ Cade said. ‘We sent some robots up there.’

‘And did they find anything?’ Trix demanded.

‘Uhhh,’ Cade said, searching his memory. He shook his head.

‘Gosh, the future kind of sucks,’ Grace said sarcastically, though Cade was pretty sure she was yet to believe him. They would, though. Eventually.

For a moment he considered asking the Codex to reveal itself. Maybe that would convince them? Then again, it would likely freak them out even more.

Cade turned his head. Had he heard a branch crack?

He heard it again. Louder this time. He wasn’t the only one. Together, the five of them stared into the darkness. More movement, so close that they could hear the footsteps on the ground. It sounded like a single person … or creature.

Had they sent the young guard out on his own to find them? Even alone, an armed, armoured soldier could take them all on.

Amber was the first to stand, the axe held in front of her. Grace followed suit, hefting a fallen branch, while the other girls crouched behind them, unsure of what to do. Again, Cade wished he had his sword, but it was still in Quintus’s chamber.

He scrabbled his hands on the ground. No more branches – only a rock the size of a man’s fist. He clutched it like a stress ball.

A dark figure stepped out of the jungle, red-tinged moonlight glinting off a blade. For a moment there was only ragged breathing, the figure staring at them from the shrouded cover of the bushes he had emerged from. In the darkness, Cade saw he wore no helmet. A chance, then.

He hurled the stone over Amber’s shoulder, cursing as the misshapen object fell short, striking the figure’s shin.

‘Heu, filius canis!’ cried a voice, the blade thudding to the ground. The figure hopped on one leg, clutching his shin.

Amber yelled and charged.

‘No, Amber!’ Cade shouted.

He tackled her to the ground.

‘Traitor,’ Amber screamed. ‘Get him!’

Cade held the axe against the grass, while Grace lashed at them with her branch, hitting both of them as she flailed in the darkness.

‘He’s my friend,’ Cade bellowed.

Because he had recognised the voice, and the white streak in the figure’s hair.

It was Quintus.








THIRTY-ONE

Cade lay on top of Amber in the darkness, staring into her face. Grace’s branch whipped down, once, twice, but the blows lacked conviction. He ignored the sting of them, focusing on wrestling the weapon from Amber.

Their faces were inches apart, and he could see the determination in her eyes. She gritted her teeth, snarling as she heaved the axe up. Her strength was surprising, but Cade had the upper hand, literally. Finally, she let the axe fall from her fingers, hissing with frustration. He picked it up and stood. Grace raised the branch threateningly.

‘Please,’ Cade said wearily. ‘Please don’t.’

Grace stopped, a look of confusion on her face.

‘Quintus?’ Cade said. ‘Oh … right.’

He gave Quintus a friendly wave, and the boy stepped out of the shadows, the Roman sword back in his grasp. He looked at Cade warily.

‘How did you know it was him?’ Amber snapped from the ground.

Cade ignored her, saddened by the look of distrust on his new friend’s face. Cade had thrown a rock at him after all.

‘Sorry,’ Cade said, raising his hands. ‘I thought you were one of the … other guys.’

Quintus grinned, somehow catching his meaning, and let the gladius fall to his side. He must have been watching the camp, and tracked them in the darkness after their escape. Cade wondered at the courage of the boy, to follow him through all that. To stay, into the night, waiting for an opportunity to rescue him. That was a debt that Cade couldn’t even begin to pay back.

He stepped forward and embraced the legionary. Felt the bones of his shoulders, the leanness of his back. Quintus was half-starved. Cade only wished he had some food to give him.

‘Hello, are you deaf?’ Amber demanded as Cade stepped away. ‘I asked you guys a question.’

‘Well, Quintus is deaf, actually,’ Cade said, grasping her outstretched hand and tugging her to her feet. ‘But I recognised his voice.’

‘Oh,’ Amber said, staring at her feet shamefacedly. ‘Sorry.’

‘What did he say?’ Grace asked. ‘I missed it.’

‘My Latin’s pretty bad, but even I remember what filius canis means,’ Cade said, giving Quintus a quick grin. ‘We used to yell it at each other in class, and it drove the teacher up the wall. It means “son of a bitch”.’

Quintus leaned forward, rubbing his shin with a wince. He didn’t seem to mind the conversation going on around him. Cade supposed the legionary was used to it by now, though he still regretted excluding him.

Meanwhile, the girls were speechless.

‘You always forget the swear words last,’ Cade said weakly, scratching his head.

‘Ummm … why is he speaking Latin?’ Amber asked.

Cade paused. Of course. They didn’t know about that.

‘Quintus is a Roman legionary,’ Cade said.

Amber ran a hand down her face. ‘Bloody hell. What film is this from? Spartacus?’

‘There is no film,’ Cade groaned, exasperated. ‘I’m telling the truth.’

Amber opened her mouth to retort, but to Cade’s surprise, it was Bea who spoke up first.

‘I don’t give a damn what’s true or not. All I know is that I don’t want to spend another minute in these woods. Can this Quintus take us somewhere safe?’

They looked at the young soldier, who had chosen that moment to pick his nose and examine the results.

‘Hey,’ Cade said, waving to get his attention. Quintus looked up and smiled again.

‘You know how to get back to Hueitapalan?’

He sounded out the syllables of the last word, in case Quintus could read his lips, and recognise the city’s name. No luck though. Not in this darkness.

‘Back to where?’ Trix asked, incredulous.

Cade pointed into the jungle and mimed walking with his fingers. Quintus’s eyes lit up, and he nodded.

But instead of heading for the trees, he walked further into the clearing, nodding politely to Bea and Trix. He stood between them and looked up, then held up a hand with the thumb sticking out.

‘What on earth is he doing?’ Trix whispered.

Cade shrugged. ‘Hell if I know.’

‘I know,’ Grace said. ‘He’s looking at the stars.’

Of course.

Cade walked over to Quintus, trying to follow the length of the boy’s arm with his eyes. They were lucky – the clearing had been made by a fallen tree, the rotting log somewhere behind them. Through the gap it had left, Cade could see the stars. With everything that had happened the last few days, he hadn’t had much of an opportunity to examine the sky properly, only brief glances as he ran from some danger or another, or seeing hints of it filtering through the canopy.

Now that he looked, it was glorious. He had seen pictures of the Milky Way before, high-exposure shots taken over hours with expensive cameras to capture all of the light. But this sky looked like that to the naked eye. Every inch was filled with stars, swirling across the firmament like glitter spilled on ink.

There was no moon to be seen, and the constellations seemed random, but that didn’t seem to matter to Quintus. After a few seconds he nodded to himself and strode off into the jungle, leaping over the fallen trunk without even a glance over his shoulder.

‘Do we just follow him?’ Bea asked.

‘Unless you want to stay here,’ Cade said, not unkindly. ‘Come on. We can trust him.’

Still the girls stood, unsure at the sound of Quintus chopping a way through the vegetation. Cade followed after him, choosing action over words.

Sure enough, the girls were only a few steps behind him.

‘Known him long, then?’ Amber asked.

‘Met him last night,’ Cade said.

‘Oh, great,’ Amber said. ‘And I suppose you stayed up all night getting to know each other?’

‘Well,’ Cade said, ducking a low branch, ‘we did talk for like five minutes.’

‘Oh, how delightful,’ Amber said. ‘Are you old chums now?’

‘Look, he saved me more than once,’ Cade said. ‘I’d trust him with my life.’

‘And ours, apparently,’ Amber added.

‘The clearing’s that way if you don’t want to come.’

Silence. Finally, she didn’t have a retort for him.

‘As far as you know, he could have sold you to the … armoured guys,’ Amber muttered.


For what felt like the umpteenth time that day, Cade ignored her. She was already getting on his nerves.

‘Maybe you were worth more to him alive,’ Amber went on. ‘And that’s why he saved you. Maybe he’s leading us back to them right now.’

Cade shook his head and pushed on through the jungle, following the sounds of Quintus hacking a path. He left an easy trail to follow, cutting a wide berth with his gladius. Quintus may have been skinny, but there was a wiry strength to him, and he seemed tireless. Progress was still slow, but far more comfortable without the endless leaves slapping against their faces.

He tried not to think about the creatures that might be lurking in the darkness. Nocturnal predators waiting for a snack to stumble past them.

‘Happy thoughts, Cade,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Happy thoughts.’








THIRTY-TWO

Cade wasn’t sure if it was Quintus’s guidance or blind luck that had allowed them to survive the night. Other than some nearby rustling and a fraught hour crouched among the bushes as a dark giant stomped by, they had encountered little of the fauna that populated the caldera.

Even so, it was a relief to stumble into the broad, empty streets of Hueitapalan a few hours later, not least because Cade’s legs felt like leaden weights with the consistency of wet noodles. He couldn’t resist grinning, though, as the girls marvelled at the tall buildings on either side of them. Without the trees surrounding them, the red moon was clearly visible, with its smaller white satellite peeking out from behind it.

‘Well, this isn’t Shropshire,’ Trix announced.

‘No kidding,’ Amber said, turning in a slow circle.

Cade kept quiet. Somehow, he didn’t think an ‘I told you so’ would be helpful at that moment.

He only wished that there were some sauropods present so he could win the dinosaur argument too. Unfortunately, Quintus barely gave them a moment to take it all in before he was loping across the red-moonlit plaza, heading for his temple again. Clearly the area was not as safe as it appeared, and Cade decided he preferred to delay his victory than to win the debate by getting eaten.

Together, the six of them staggered into the entrance and down the corridors, following Quintus’s unerring course. Cade almost held his breath for the last corridor before collapsing with a deep sigh on the makeshift bed of the fur-covered altar.

He caught Quintus eyeing him reproachfully.

‘What? My legs are killing me.’

Quintus raised his eyebrows.

‘Fine,’ Cade moaned, standing as the girls walked in.

He offered them the seat, and they sat down gratefully, groaning as they kicked off their mud-soaked plimsolls.

Quintus busied himself with the fire, using his gladius and a flint to light it. Soon the girls were wiggling their toes by the flames. Cade collapsed to the ground beside it, warming his hands and feet. He took the opportunity to roll up his pant legs, and it was with some surprise that he saw the ant-head stitches had held.

Quintus caught his eye and gave a mock bow, before snatching some of the hanging, gutted compies drying above the fireplace and handing one each to the girls. They stared at the desiccated remains in disgust. Quintus dropped another in Cade’s lap and kept one for himself, settling down beside the fire and tearing a hunk of leathery flesh free with his teeth.

‘What on earth are these?’ Grace whispered. ‘Looks like a lizard had a baby with a chicken.’

Cade bit his tongue at the comment and took a bite of his compy. It tasted like a piece of dry old leather, but he chewed it down anyway.

‘They’re dinosaurs,’ Amber said, winking at Cade. ‘And … I don’t think we’re on Earth either.’

He almost choked on his compy with surprise, and Amber let out a laugh.

Well, at least she’s starting to believe me.

‘So, Cade,’ Grace said, through a mouthful of dry flesh, ‘care to tell us how you found yourself here?’

Cade took his time chewing, something that wasn’t difficult given the consistency. He gathered his thoughts, wondering how to explain it without sounding completely unhinged.

‘I was at reform school,’ Cade said. ‘Then suddenly I was standing on a rock. There was this monster beneath me – one of those piranha-chimps I was telling you about. I fought it off.’

The room was silent except for the crackle of the fire and the sound of Quintus devouring his meal. He was not a quiet eater, and Cade paused as the soldier smacked his lips and began to crack the delicate bones inside to get at the marrow. Quintus caught them staring at him and grinned, a flap of compy skin hanging from his chin. Then he went back to it, unfazed.

‘Um … anyways. After that I ran into a forcefield, before it disappeared.’

‘Seriously?’ Grace asked. This time, it was less a comment of doubt than one of shock.

‘Yeah. It’s all a game. Someone … something … made this place, and put us here. And not just us. Quintus and some other soldiers were left here too, somehow taken out of time, just like the dinosaurs.’

‘And us,’ Trix muttered.

‘I met up with some other guys from my school and we came across a fort that the Romans built,’ Cade continued. ‘And then there was this … thing … there.’

This was the part Cade had been dreading. But he had to do it. Rip it off like a Band-Aid. He needed these girls on his side. Needed them to believe him.

‘What thing?’ Amber asked.

Cade cleared his throat.

‘Codex?’ he said, looking around the room. ‘Can you show yourself?’

Instantly, the Codex flickered into view. The girls gasped, nearly falling over the back of the altar as it floated down to Cade’s level.
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Cade gulped at the sight of the timer. He’d lost so much time.

‘What in heaven’s name is that?’ Bea whispered, trying to hide behind her sister.

‘It calls itself a Codex,’ Cade explained. ‘Think of it as Google, but it’ll pretty much only tell us about things that originated on Earth. And sometimes the game, if it feels like it.’

Amber groaned. ‘You’ve lost me.’

Cade thought for a minute.

Oh.

‘Of course,’ Cade sighed. ‘Google isn’t around yet in 1985.’

‘Silly word if I ever heard one,’ Trix muttered.

‘OK, so think of it as an encyclopaedia then,’ Cade said. ‘You point at something, and it tells you what it was, as long as that information is still available on Earth and the thing comes from Earth.’

‘You mean we could have done it to those men?’ Grace asked.

‘Yes,’ Cade said, hearing a hint of regret in his voice, ‘but I didn’t want to reveal it to them, and the damned thing flashes when you ask it a question.’

‘Did you tell it to hide from us?’ Grace asked, reproachful.

‘Was I conscious when they brought me in?’ Cade asked drily. ‘The damned thing has a mind of its own.’

‘Language,’ Trix said, raising her eyebrows at him.

Cade put his head in his hands.

‘We have the next best thing, though,’ Amber said, hefting the axe. ‘Make it point at this!’

Cade lifted his head and flashed her a smile. She was getting the hang of being in this strange place.

‘OK,’ he said. ‘Codex, where does this axe come from?’

The Codex flashed, so bright and sudden in the darkened room that even Cade jolted at it.

‘Action prohibited. Object is not a remnant. It does not originate on Earth.’

Cade cursed under his breath and earned a reproachful glare from Trix.

‘What does that mean?’ Amber asked.

‘It means it was made here. Somewhere in this godforsaken world, there may be a blacksmith churning these out. In fact, now that I think about it, I doubt pointing the Codex at those men would have told us much at all.’

‘Why’s that?’ Amber asked.

‘Because I suspect they’re descended from people left here long ago. Unfortunately for us, they’re the kind of people who take captives to use for who knows what purpose.’

‘And those numbers?’ she asked. ‘What are they?’

‘I … it’s hard to explain,’ Cade said.

He waited for Amber’s next question, but none was forthcoming. In fact, as the warmth from the fire seeped into the room, Bea and Grace had already begun to nod off.

‘Let’s get some rest,’ Cade said. ‘We’re safe enough here.’

‘All right,’ Amber said, yawning. ‘Let’s pick this up in the morning.’

As the girls made themselves comfortable around the room, Cade considered whether now was the time to tell them about the qualifying round. Ask them to join the fight.

But it was hard to keep thoughts still in his head, exhaustion settling over him like a heavy cloak.

Tomorrow, then.








THIRTY-THREE

Cade wanted to sleep. Needed to sleep. But that didn’t seem to be on Quintus’s agenda. It felt as if he had only just closed his eyes when the soldier was prodding him awake and tugging at him to follow, even though the sky he saw through the holes in the ceiling was stained with the dim light of dawn.

The girls were sprawled in various positions across the room, with Trix and Bea propped against each other in the corner. The fire had long since burned out, and there was a chill in the room. Amber was shivering in her sleep, so Cade picked up the fur that had fallen from the altar where Grace had been tossing and turning in the night, and laid it over her.

He looked to the Codex, and realised he had slept for under two hours.
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It was probably around six in the morning. Or whatever the equivalent of that was on this planet. It seemed a day here could last twenty hours, or thirty. He hadn’t been keeping count. Whatever time it was, Quintus was in a hurry, practically dragging Cade into the darkness of the corridor.

Soon Cade was in pitch black, feeling the cobwebs catch across his face as the legionary led him unerringly from one place to another. To Cade’s surprise, they were not going the usual route, instead turning down a different corridor, where much of the floors above had fallen through.

Sometimes Cade dropped to his knees and crawled, while other times he edged sideways. Here and there, dawn light cut through cracks in the walls, illuminating hallways filled with fallen pillars, rubble and encroaching vegetation.

Lianas criss-crossed wherever he looked, with hanging mosses adorning them like Christmas ornaments. Tiny bones crunched underfoot, and all the while the sound of dripping water echoed around. Twice they went up narrow flights of stairs, so steep that Cade had to stop and rest midway before continuing on. This complex was larger than Cade had realised.

They reached the top floor and, even then, Quintus led him inexorably onwards. There were paintings on this level, murals that had begun to peel but still showed the tanned, elaborately dressed figures of what Cade guessed were Mayan royalty and jaguar-skin-clad warriors, with the blue sky painted vividly above them.

A final staircase was built into the wall, and Quintus scampered up it, quick as a fox. As they emerged at the top, Cade blinked in the sunlight.

Strangely, the cacophony of noise was even louder than the last time, the screeching of the pterosaurs coupled with distant honks and lowing, though his position on the rooftop blocked his view of the plaza.

The stone was slippery underfoot here, and the entire surface seemed to have been decorated in some way, with carved tiles of twisting figures long since worn away by the rain and wind. Large statues lined the edges, reminding Cade of gargoyles on a medieval cathedral.

Here and there, pterosaurs hissed from their nests, though these were no larger than pigeons. Cade was only thankful that the giraffe-sized beasts he had seen before were nowhere to be found, although from the amount of faeces piled on the roof, they might as well have been. By now, the sun was truly beginning to rise, casting the world in a golden light.

He wanted to catch his breath, but Quintus tugged at his hand, muttering in Latin under his breath. There was something he wanted Cade to see, and urgently. So Cade staggered on with a groan, though to his relief his legs ached only from exertion – his wounds well on the way to recovery. Then he saw it, and the discomfort was forgotten.

Three figures were sitting around a campfire in the centre of the city. Quintus was snatching at Cade’s uniform and pointing, and immediately Cade saw they were wearing the same blue clothing as he himself was.

Cade squinted but couldn’t be sure who they were. The fact that there were only three of them was worrying, but he found himself grinning regardless. Especially because of what else he saw down there.

Walking around where the three were sitting … were dinosaurs. The city’s plaza had become a natural thoroughfare for the largest animals, caused by the lack of low branches and vegetation and the natural funnel of the buildings on either side. Some form of migration was in full swing, and Cade marvelled at the magnificent creatures walking below him.

The first that caught his eye was a herd of sauropods, the long-necked quadrupedal beasts that had a giraffe’s neck and head on the ponderous body of an elephant. These were not as large as the plane-sized behemoth he had seen stretching its throat across the river, but they still seemed unperturbed by the trio of humans crouched beneath them, continuing their slow march to the jungle on the other side of the city.

The other boys seemed trapped among the animals, fearful of being trodden on by the great beasts that parted around their small campfire like water flowing around a rock. It seemed they had decided to make camp in the lee of the great central pillar of the plaza, a giant obelisk that stretched higher than the one opposite the White House. The three might have made a run for it, but the sauropods were not the only beasts that blocked their path to the buildings on either side.

Among them were other creatures. Ceratopsians, known for the most famous of them – Triceratops – were also among the crowd. These beaked, horned cows with frilled shields growing from their foreheads lumbered to chew on dandelions emerging from the paving.

Smaller, bipedal lizards skittered back and forth between the falling feet; the compies that Quintus had been living off. And dozens of others, that Cade couldn’t name if he tried, made up of a plethora of shapes, colours and sizes.

All the while the animals vocalised, filling the dawn air with their orchestral sounds. Deep lowing, coupled with hoots, caws, whistles and screeches. They were greeting the morning, it seemed, and it filled Cade with a wistful appreciation. If only his father had been there to see it.

Cade whooped with relief, but Quintus didn’t seem as happy. In fact, now that he saw Cade was pleased to see the others, he began waving his hands and shouting at them. Desperately.

‘What’s happening?’ Cade asked, gripping Quintus’s arm.

The boy seemed to understand him intuitively, and pointed into the jungle on the side of the city where the vegetation was thicker. Dinosaurs did not seem to be coming from there, instead coming in from one end of the city and exiting the opposite. Cade couldn’t see anything, and Quintus yanked his arm away and continued trying to get the attention of the others below.

But as the light of the sun got stronger, Cade finally saw what Quintus must have seen earlier.


Predators. A half-dozen of them by the look of it, crouched among the tangled trees, partially obscured by the shadow of a nearby pyramid. These were no carnosaurs nor raptors, but still terrifying in their appearance and size.

They were like crocodiles in many ways, with the same tail, fangs and armoured scales, though with a larger head and shorter snout. But unlike a crocodile, their bodies were made for speed. They were built like wolves, with four muscular limbs. And just like wolves stalking their prey, they seemed to be lying in wait.

Now Quintus took Cade’s arm, pointing at something else. A new herd had entered the clearing. Sauropods again, but smaller ones, no larger than elephants. A family group, it seemed, with only three adults. Ambling among their feet were juveniles, their gait awkward and bumbling.

They might have just been born that week for all Cade knew, but there was something else he did know. Predators hunted the young and vulnerable. If the predators were going to pounce, they would be doing so soon. And the others would be caught in the ensuing stampede.

Despite all this, the group below hadn’t noticed Quintus; the noise of the dinosaurs passing by was drowning out his shouts. They needed to do something else to catch their attention, and quickly.

Cade strode to the edge of the building and saw a crumbling stairway on one side. It was so steep that it almost looked ceremonial, perhaps more for decoration than everyday use. In a pinch he could scramble down, but making it back up would be a problem. They would need to re-enter the building from the ground floor.

He tried shouting, but with his throat hoarse from earlier it sounded weak even to his own ears. Every second the sauropod family trundled nearer.

Luckily, the predators were yet to see them, their view blocked by the pyramid they were hiding behind. Cade followed the family’s trajectory, and saw the point where they would cross the crocodogs’ field of vision.

Slap bang in the middle of where the others were resting. He needed to warn them, but he was too far away.

There’s nothing I can do.

Even at that thought, Cade felt a twinge of guilt, just as he had felt many times over the past year. It was the same guilt he had felt after Finch had attacked Spex. Was this who he was?

A survivor.

No.

A coward.

Cade set his jaw. There was more at stake than ever.

He began to climb down.
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Cade ignored the ache in his legs, hurling himself down the last few steps and onto the crumbling floor. Compies scattered out of his way, screeching their displeasure, but Cade ignored them and ploughed on, waving his hands in the air.

‘Hey,’ he yelled, sidestepping a ceratopsian that was blundering past, its great horns jutting like elephant tusks.

Still they didn’t hear. The animal noises were louder on the ground, a veritable thunder of grunting and lowing. Yet none of the creatures seemed perturbed by Cade – the running, shouting boy in their midst.

So he ran on. He could see the others now, Finch and Spex along with Scott. The three of them were pressed up against the pillar, scared to move among the scores of enormous animals passing them by. Most of the dinosaurs seemed to be giving them a wide berth, though more likely because of the fire than anything else. Finally, Scott spotted him.

Scott stood, a wide grin on his face, but it was soon replaced with confusion as Cade turned his waving into a frantic beckoning motion with his arm. Then Scott was speaking to the others, pointing at Cade. Behind them, the family of sauropods neared, the juveniles ambling ahead in their youthful exuberance.

The trio passed out of Cade’s sight as a herd of hadrosaurs wandered between them, honking through their duck-bills. Cade cursed. His view was blocked by a wall of moving mottled flesh, the creatures alternating between four legs and two like ungainly kangaroos.

He waited a few panicked seconds. Then he saw the boys jogging towards him, puzzled looks upon their faces.

‘Run!’ Cade shouted, preparing to lead by example.

But before he could turn, a croaking nose echoed from the jungle, setting dozens of pterosaurs flapping from their roosts and into the skies. Again it sounded, deep and menacing.

Silence fell – and the crocodogs burst through the trees, their long tails lashing back and forth as they tore across the ground.

Pandemonium. The ground shook as a hundred giants thundered in all directions, jostling for position as they headed for the side streets or continued on their way through the plaza. It was all Cade could do to avoid the thundering feet, diving one way or another as they hurtled by.

Scott sped past, followed by Spex. Cade went to follow them, but something barged into him, sending him crashing to the ground. His skull hit the dirt, stars flaring in his vision, but he saw the culprit, Finch, scramble up and keep on going.

A juggernaut of ceratopsian flesh passed within inches of his face. Head spinning, Cade rolled aside and curled up in a ball, trying to reduce his size as clawed pillars of meat and bone slammed down around him. He counted to five, his eyes tight shut. It was surprisingly hard to open them again.


Luckily for Cade, the stampede had passed him by, but he found himself in a far worse predicament. Because he now lay right between the crocodogs and their prey. Out of the frying pan, into a blazing bonfire.

The sauropod family had formed a protective ring around their babies but, strangely, each had their side turned to the approaching crocodogs, like ancient battleships presenting a broadside. In the other direction, the crocodogs had stopped. One stood on its hind limbs, and Cade realised that they alternated between four legs and two.

It seemed to Cade that these ambush predators had intended for the panic to separate the young from their parents, and they were now forced to re-evaluate their plan of attack.

He didn’t plan on being their consolation prize, but the predators had spread out in their approach, blocking the way back to the temple. The simple answer would be to run for the nearest building, but he couldn’t be sure that running wouldn’t set them chasing him instead of their intended prey, and they’d definitely catch up to him before he reached it. The nearest place of – admittedly dubious – safety was with the sauropods themselves.

He thought of the line from Jurassic Park, that the T. rex couldn’t see you if you stayed still. That wasn’t the case here. Already the crocodogs were peering at him, cocking their heads to the side.

What was this strange blue-brown creature that hadn’t run away from them? Hopefully the answer wasn’t lunch.

Slowly he got to his feet, looking the crocodogs in the eyes, trying not to show fear. It wasn’t easy. Up close, he realised how large they were too. Each was almost twenty feet long and taller than a small horse.

As he forced himself to glare at them, the Codex drifted across his view, unharmed by the stampede. He had almost forgotten it was following him. Time for a distraction.

‘Codex,’ he whispered. ‘Tell me what those are.’

Immediately the drone zoomed towards the closest of them, and the predator fell back, mystified by it. When the blue light flashed, Cade turned and ran, limping and hopping his way towards the sauropods.

‘Remnant identified as Postosuchus,’ the Codex intoned, returning beside him as he ran. ‘This species is a member of Pseudosuchia, the lineage of archosaurs that became modern crocodilians—’

‘Shut up,’ Cade snapped. ‘Scan all of them.’

The Codex zoomed off to do his bidding while Cade took advantage of the distraction. He staggered beneath the belly of the nearest sauropod, its four legs like tree trunks on either side of him. The juveniles squalled, and the giant above rumbled its displeasure at his presence.

Message received. Stay away from the young ones.

Luckily for him, the crocodogs had not given chase, though they were each in turn snapping at the Codex as it flitted between them. Flash after flash of blue followed before it rocketed back, though this time it stayed silent. Now Cade could only wait to see what the outcome of the standoff would be. He hoped the crocodogs would slink off in search of easier prey.

The sauropods certainly looked formidable, and now that he was among them, he noticed that they had what appeared to be bony plating studded along their backs. Useful, should the crocodogs succeed in mounting them.

But it seemed the predators did not share his opinion of their chances. They were prowling back and forth, switching positions and making mock charges, edging ever nearer with each lap. Soon they were only a stone’s throw away, eliciting groans of anger from the sauropod above him. Then Cade realised why the giants were facing the predators side on.

A long tail swept through the air, whip-cracking as it broke the sound barrier, and bowled the nearest crocodog away. The monster tumbled head over heels until it rested against the foot of a pillar. It didn’t move.

The sauropod above him stomped a great foot, the thud reverberating as it swept its tail in warning against more approaches. But the crocodogs were undeterred. As one, they charged towards the waiting parents, leaping fluidly across the ground with a pace Cade could hardly believe was possible.

His eyes widened as one made a beeline straight for him, then the monolithic neck above swung down like a mace. Only this time, the crocodog was ready, clutching the dinosaur’s throat as it slammed the ground and scrambled up it. The sauropod lifted the crocodog from view, though the giant’s bellows of pain reverberated through the chest above Cade’s head. Suddenly, Cade found his path ahead clear as the remaining predators engaged with the adults on either side.

He ran, forgetting the pain in his legs, forgetting the throaty vocalisations of the battle behind him. Ahead, he could see Quintus’s palace and the cavernous entrance at its base. But even as he ran, movement stirred in the corner of his vision.

The crocodog that had been knocked into the pillar was getting up.

‘Hurry,’ a voice yelled. Scott appeared in the palace entrance, followed by the others. They waved him on. Quintus was nowhere to be seen.

Cade staggered on, glancing back to see the injured crocodog had given chase. The creature was scrabbling across the ground in a half-crawl, barely using one of its back legs. Yet it was still gaining on him, its claws digging between the cobblestones. Its hungry eyes locked with his, and Cade turned and broke into a faltering run.

The palace entrance loomed larger with every step, but he could hear the panting croaks of the beast behind him. Even as he crossed into the shadow of the complex, his leg was yanked back and he fell. His boot was torn from his foot as he scrambled away.

Meanwhile, the crocodog went into a death roll, shaking the boot in its mouth. It released it a few moments later before dropping into a crouch. It was going to leap.

Cade groped for a weapon. But it was too late. The sky was blotted out as the creature launched itself into the air, and Cade could do nothing but cross his arms over his head.

The impact never came. Only a spatter of warm liquid across his face, and a rasping croak. Cade opened his eyes. Quintus was crouched over him, his gladius outstretched, buried up to its hilt in the crocodog’s chest.

The creature coughed again, its lifeblood spraying across the pair of them. Then it fell away, jerking the sword from Quintus’s grasp as it spasmed in its death throes. Quintus lifted Cade to his feet and together they stumbled into the threshold of the complex.

Scott spoke first.

‘I think I liked it better at the Keep.’
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The scent of cooking meat filled Cade’s nostrils as he tore into the hunk of greasy flesh in his hands. It tasted like fish-tinged chicken, but to his starved stomach it was heavenly, if a little on the rare side.

It was but a few minutes after they had absconded back to Quintus’s home in the temple, but not before the young legionary had retrieved both Cade’s boot and his own gladius from the crocodog’s corpse and lopped off the foreleg that all of them were now eating, sitting in a circle on the floor. It turned out that Quintus wasn’t the best of cooks, nor the most patient, cutting slices with his bloodied sword and handing it out to the others while the meat was still roasting.

Cade made sure to keep his own blade by his side. In part because of what had happened, and in part because Finch had been eyeing it with interest.

Introductions had been made, but the girls were reticent as the three new boys entered the room, not least because of the leer Finch gave them. They had hardly spoken a word since.

In contrast, the guys had taken meeting a quartet of English teen girls from 1985 in their stride. Cade was yet to tell the boys of their capture and escape, though.

Cade had felt a profound sense of relief at finding the others, though Finch’s presence had marred the feeling somewhat. If they worked together as a team of contenders, their chance of winning the qualifying round must be stronger. All he had to do was convince them.

Now they sat in silence, their hunger outweighing their curiosity as the smell of cooking meat permeated the room. The compy that most of them had eaten the night before had definitely not hit the spot.

‘So, elephant in the room. Or should I say … weird caveman-looking dude in the room,’ Scott began, eyeing Quintus as the boy buried half his face into his piece of crocodog. ‘Who is he?’

‘Quintus. He’s a legionary from the Ninth Legion,’ Cade said. ‘But he can’t speak English and his hearing isn’t so good.’

Scott shrugged. ‘Sounds about right,’ he said.

‘Does he know anything?’ Finch asked.

‘He says gods brought him here, but he ran away from the Keep when his legion marched off and didn’t come back. Make of that what you will.’

‘That legion sure has a habit of disappearing.’ Finch let out a bitter laugh, then went back to his meal.

‘What happened to you guys?’ Cade asked, resisting the urge to talk with his mouth full. It felt like forever since his belly had been satisfied.

‘We managed to get the boat to shore in one piece.’

Cade sighed with relief. They would need the food inside it if they were to make the trek back to the Keep in time. Of course, he still needed to convince them to take part in the qualifying round.

‘It stopped next to that red ship,’ Scott mumbled through a mouthful of primordial reptile. ‘Weird-looking thing. It was all broken up, but it looked like an old Chinese boat. I mean really old, with a sail and everything. Had “Sea Dragon” written on its side in English, though, and there was a diesel engine on there. With diesel to spare in rusty old cans.’

Cade shook his head. An ancient Chinese vessel with English lettering and a modern engine? That didn’t make much sense, but then nothing here did.

‘Yoshi thinks he can clear out the gunk in the Witchcraft’s engine,’ Spex said. ‘Fill it with fresh diesel from the new ship. Drive us back up and try one of those tributaries, or try to make it through the rapids.’

‘Delusional,’ Finch muttered from the corner.

‘We saw footprints leaving the Chinese ship,’ Scott said, glaring at Finch. ‘Decided to follow them, see if there were any other people here. We drew straws and the three of us got the short straw.’

‘And did you find anyone?’ Cade asked.

Scott’s gaze fell.

‘There wasn’t much left of them,’ he muttered. ‘No clue who or what they were, but it can’t have been more than a few days since they were killed. After that, it got dark, and we got lost trying to make our way back. Ended up here.’

‘What about you guys?’ Spex asked, turning to the girls. ‘Do you know why we’re here?’

Bea gave them a soundless shake of her head.

‘Talkative bunch, aren’t they,’ Finch said, pointing at them with a crocodog claw. ‘Dinosaur’s got your tongue?’

‘I heard it almost got yours,’ Amber retorted. ‘And the rest of you.’

Finch grinned. ‘Oh, I like you,’ he said, giving her a wink.

Amber’s nostrils flared, and Cade noted the axe laid out across her lap.

‘And you?’ Finch asked, glaring at Cade with suspicion. ‘Why didn’t you come looking for us up the river?’

‘I did,’ Cade snapped. ‘But it’s not easy when everything out here is higher up on the food chain.’

Finch snorted.

‘I think you know something,’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘You didn’t fall, you jumped. And you took the Codex with you. Now you show up here with your fancy sword and your Roman friend. There’s something you’re not telling us.’

‘You think I’m in on all this?’ Cade growled, struggling to his feet. ‘After what I just did for you?’

Finch spat derisively and muttered under his breath.

‘Shitskin.’

Cade felt the anger boil up inside him like bile in his throat. This time, he wasn’t prepared to let it go.

‘What did you say?’ he demanded.

Finch stood and squared up to him, bringing his face an inch from Cade’s own.

‘You want to do something about it?’ Finch asked. ‘I’m right here.’

There was the sound of a blade scraping against stone, and a cleared throat. Quintus looked up at them with a blank stare, but his meaning was clear. There was to be no fighting in his house. To Cade’s surprise, Amber and Grace had also stood, though whether it was to help him or not he wasn’t sure.

Suddenly, Finch jerked his head forward, trying to make Cade flinch, then backed away with a sneer.

‘Can’t trust anyone here,’ he muttered.

‘Now who’s delusional,’ Amber snapped. ‘Leave him alone and eat your dinosaur.’

The temperature in the room seemed to cool a few degrees as Cade returned to his place on the floor.

‘Thanks by the way, Cade, for warning us,’ Spex said, pushing his thick glasses up his nose. ‘I should have said it earlier.’

‘Yeah,’ Scott said. ‘You basically traded places with us, you fool.’

Cade grinned, though he didn’t expect any thanks from Finch. He returned to eating his meal, but the knowledge that time was ticking away was nagging at him. He had the girls here, and several of the boys. This was it.

He sighed and handed his meat to Scott, who stuffed the whole piece immediately into his mouth.

‘There’s something I have to tell you,’ Cade announced.

‘See,’ Finch said triumphantly.

‘Shut up,’ Scott mumbled. ‘Go on, Cade.’

Cade turned to the girls first.

‘When we arrived at the Keep, the Codex started a timer,’ he said. ‘It said we had to take place in what it called a “qualifying round”. And if this “round” is anything like what we experienced when we arrived here, it doesn’t sound like a walk in the park.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us that before?’ Grace said, crossing her arms.

‘It didn’t come up,’ Cade said, running a hand through his matted hair.

This was not good. Already they were suspicious of him, and he hadn’t even got to the worst part yet. Now he turned to the others.

‘Both Quintus and the Codex told me that to win the qualifying round, we’re supposed to defend the Keep from something. It’s what the Romans had been doing before they got wiped out. If we don’t replace them, we lose the game.’

‘The game?’ Trix asked, her voice an octave higher than usual. ‘I thought you were joking before. What is it?’

‘We don’t know,’ Cade said. ‘All we know is that it’s deadly. Fighting monsters. Mutants of some kind, maybe. We don’t know for what … or for whom.’

He gave an involuntary shudder, his mind drifting to the creatures the Romans had fought in the film.

‘Told you it was a good idea to leave that place,’ Finch said, nodding to himself.

Cade held up a hand. This was it.

‘Quintus told me something else,’ he said. ‘Something big.’

The room fell silent, and Cade took a deep breath.

‘He said if we don’t take part, or we lose … Planet Earth will be destroyed.’

For a moment, nobody said anything. Then Finch let out an exaggerated laugh, slapping his knee with one hand.

‘This kid tells you we’re brought here by – what, gods? And then you believe him?’

‘The Codex confirmed it,’ Cade said, pointing at the floating drone.


‘Who cares what it says,’ Finch said, still laughing. ‘It’s all lies anyway.’

‘It knows more than you think,’ Cade said. ‘It’s how I found this sword. It’s how I confirmed where Quintus came from.’

Finch rolled his eyes.

‘So, what – you’re saying we should go play this game and get ourselves killed, because some dude who thinks he’s a Roman and a flying robot told us that our entire planet will blow up if we don’t? Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?’

‘What do you think is going on out there?’ Cade said pointing down the passageway. ‘Have you forgotten what you’ve seen, heard – hell, even tasted?’

Finch looked away, shaking his head with pursed lips.

‘What they said is hard to believe,’ Cade continued. ‘But then so is everything else. And everything else is real.’

‘He has a point,’ Amber said, and Cade hadn’t realised how much her support meant to him until that very moment.

‘Screw the world, then,’ Finch snapped. ‘Even if it is true, I couldn’t care less about anyone back home.’

Cade groaned with exasperation, motioning to his surroundings. ‘You want to live like this? Because Quintus left the Keep a year ago, and this is where he’s ended up.’

‘But he still left,’ Finch retorted. ‘Him and all his friends, and they knew what they were facing better than we do now. He’d clearly rather live out here than back at the Keep. And he had weapons, armour, probably a whole bunch of soldiers with him too. So what is it about that place that’s making him hide out here?’

‘Maybe he has the same attitude you have,’ Cade said, throwing up his hands. ‘Screw the world, right. Let’s live in a dank hole and eat lizards.’

‘Sounds pretty good when the alternative is getting your guts ripped out by monsters, just because a robot told you to,’ Finch retorted.

‘You mean like I almost did a few minutes ago?’ Cade said. ‘It’s not exactly much safer here. What happened to Quintus’s friends, huh?’

‘Maybe they stayed behind and died,’ Finch said.

The two glared at each other.

After a few moments, Scott spoke. ‘Look, I’m all for saving the world. But I don’t think we have much of a chance without weapons.’

Cade smiled. They were considering it at least.

‘I agree,’ Amber said. ‘If we’re going to fight, we need more than this axe and some rocks.’

Cade walked over to the wall where his sword still sat, gathering dust. That was twice now he had left this room without it. Never again. Now, he slung it over his shoulder and drew the blade.

‘If I can get everyone a sword like this one, would you fight?’ he asked.

They paused, exchanging silent glances.

‘Maybe,’ Grace said.

‘Yeah,’ Scott said, shuffling his feet. ‘We’d have a chance at least.’

Amber nodded.

‘Worse comes to worst, we run away,’ Spex said. ‘See what happens. But we need everyone on board. Just a few of us won’t stand a chance. I only survived the vipers last time by pure luck.’

‘OK, only if the others agree.’ Scott nodded.

‘How many more of you are there?’ Grace asked.

‘Five,’ Cade replied.

He had expected Amber to be pleased, but instead she looked conflicted, her eyes darting over their uniforms. The idea of being outnumbered by so many strangers likely worried her. Cade considered for a moment, and the trace of an idea began to take shape.

‘Codex, bring up the map,’ Cade said.

This time it wasn’t just Quintus who gasped when the map appeared beside the timer in the air.
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‘Told you the Codex knows a lot,’ Cade said, allowing himself a smirk.

He turned to Quintus and pointed at the spot where the Keep was, then the timer. The legionary nodded, showing he understood what they meant. Cade then pointed to the others and himself in turn, before pointing at the Keep once more. Quintus nodded again.

Now was the moment of truth. They could use a real warrior on their side. Cade pointed at Quintus and raised his eyebrows questioningly. Would he come with them? He pointed between Quintus and the others for added effect.

‘What are you doing?’ Finch said. ‘You look like an idiot.’

‘Shut up, Finch,’ Amber said.

Quintus looked at Cade for a moment, then drew a finger beneath his throat, pointing at the Keep and the timer. He was telling them of the danger there. Now it was Cade’s turn to nod. Then he shrugged his shoulders, as if to say they would go regardless. Then he pointed at Quintus again.


Again, the legionary paused. For a few agonising seconds he stared at Cade, considering his new companion. Then he gave a final nod.

Cade whooped and clapped his shoulder.

‘Well, if you want to stick around here, go ahead,’ Cade said to Finch. ‘We’re going.’

Then he turned back to the map.

‘In the meantime, let’s work out a way back to the Witchcraft. We don’t have much time.’








THIRTY-SIX

It seemed that the sauropods had been faring well when they’d left earlier, but when the group finally emerged from the temple complex, Cade was dismayed to see the remains of one of the youngsters. Luckily for them, the crocodogs were long gone, having stripped the beast to the bone in under an hour. Whatever remained had been picked almost clean by the piranha-like compies skittering about the place, leaving only a pile of bones and armoured plating. Even the dead crocodog’s corpse was gone, dragged away by some predator, if not the other crocodogs themselves.

Now only the pterosaurs remained, hunched over the sauropod skeleton like vultures and snapping the smaller bones between their powerful jaws.

‘Ready?’ Cade asked.

He didn’t wait for a reply, instead walking across the open plaza, avoiding the many piles of dinosaur droppings that coated the ground. It seemed the predator attack had cleared out the place of larger herbivores, at least for now. Even the city’s usual inhabitants were thin on the ground, and the few compies and pterosaurs he passed flitted away as soon as he neared them.

‘Smells like a farm,’ Spex groaned, lifting a sullied boot. He’d stepped right in it.

‘More like the can after Gobbler’s dropped one in it,’ Scott said, holding his nose.

Cade hushed the boys, surprised at how relaxed they were. But then, they hadn’t seen what he had. Not really.

The others hadn’t been trapped up a tree by a monster, or been hunted by a pack of raptors like an animal. Every minute in the open was a risk.

And every risk brought the end of the world a little closer to reality. An end to his friends. His family.

They headed towards what turned out to be the smallest of the pyramids there, the same one that Cade had fought the raptors on. Cade could see the bloodied marks from where he had crawled the day before – far less than he thought there would be. It must have been shock, rather than blood loss, that had made him so weak.

As he walked, the wounds on his legs itched more than anything else, though after that morning’s sprint, they throbbed when he put pressure on them. In a pinch he would be able to run again, though it wouldn’t be easy.

Finally they reached the pyramid, and it was a relief to step into the shade. The ground had been torn up by the raptors’ talons near the base of the stairs, and Cade was shocked at the size of the footprints. Had he really fought such creatures? And won?

Well. With help from Quintus.

‘There you are,’ Cade whispered, seeing the bag of swords just where he had left it. He’d had some irrational fear that the raptors had taken them, but of course they weren’t that smart.

Kneeling with a wince, he fished inside and tugged out an oilcloth-wrapped sword for each of them, handing them out like candy.

‘What are those?’ Finch snapped.

‘Remnants identified as the swords named Nagamitsu, Kunitoshi,’ the Codex began, ‘Tak—’

Cade hushed it before going back in and giving each of them a scabbard too. Only Quintus refused the sword, preferring the gladius he had brought with him. In the light of day, Cade was again struck by the boy’s gaunt figure with the stick-thin legs beneath him. A year in this place had taken a toll on him. Food was not so easy to come by.

‘This is badass,’ Scott said, pulling off the cloth and admiring the blade. ‘Better than pickaxes.’

‘Keep quiet,’ Cade whispered. ‘This is where the raptors almost got me the other night. They could be waiting.’

That shut them up.

Finch went to pick up the bag, still containing the remainder of the swords, but Scott got there first, slinging it over his shoulder and giving Cade a wink. Cade was glad. He had almost forgotten the way Finch had hoarded the weapons at the Keep, such as they were, for himself and his two allies. Now he’d been lucky to get a sword at all.

Cade wished he hadn’t had to arm Finch, but if it did come down to another confrontation with the raptors, he would need all the help he could get, wherever and whoever it came from. And even with a sword of his own, the power had shifted out of Finch’s favour.

Trepidation filled Cade’s head as he stared at the jungle’s edge. Despite the hot midday sun, it was dark beneath the canopy. All his instincts were telling him to go back with Quintus. To take their time, talk it all out, make more of a plan.

But there was no time – the countdown was ticking away with every second. If the Witchcraft wouldn’t start, they had a long walk ahead of them, perhaps too long. And if they missed the deadline, whatever opponents these so-called gods had in store for them would overrun the place. Which meant the world would end. His parents would die. His friends would die. The human race would die.

Everyone but the lost remnants left on this godforsaken planet.

‘Come on,’ Cade said, hefting his sword and heading towards the jungle. ‘We’ve got a boat to catch.’

His legs felt like he’d pulled every single muscle in them, but he managed well enough. Soon they were back in the jungle, surrounded by the whine of insects and the calls of the creatures from the canopy above.

It was a relief to get into the cover of the trees, however ominous the shaded interior felt. Even so, it seemed damper in the forest, and soon Cade was coated in sweat again.

He felt so dirty – his socks were crumbling with dried blood in his boots, while dirt, sweat, soot and more blood encrusted his face and arms. The first thing he was going to do when he got to the river was jump right in, wounds and river monsters be damned.

They walked through the charred remains of where Cade had set his fire – a vast swathe of jungle where trees had been scorched black and the leaves burned to nothingness. The canopy above had been thinned, leaving patches of sunlight beaming through. Some of the vegetation, such that was left, was still smoking. Yet despite it all, green shoots were already emerging from the dark soil, reaching up for the light. Even in death, the cycle of life continued.

The group slowed as they walked through the ash-coated ground.

‘If I’d done this back home, I’d be in so much trouble,’ Cade said as Spex trotted up beside him.

‘You did this?’ Spex whispered, impressed. ‘It took out a mile of the jungle.’

Cade allowed himself half a smile. ‘Well, it’s not like any of the wildlife is endangered … right?’

Spex chuckled and Cade didn’t shush him, in part because they were nearing what he hoped was the right section of river. According to the Codex’s map and his best guess as to where the Witchcraft was, they should be right on top of it.

Even as he began to worry he had taken a wrong turn, he heard the rush of the river up ahead. He hurried forward, eager to get to the water, when a yelling figure jumped out in front of him. He fell backwards, swiping blindly with his sword, but it was only Jim, brandishing the pickaxe above his head. Behind him, Gobbler poked his head around a tree trunk, his eyes wide with fear.

Cade felt his face flush with embarrassment.

‘Holy … I didn’t think I’d see you again,’ Jim said, moving to help Cade to his feet. He stared behind Cade, a grin slowly plastering across his face as he saw the new arrivals.

Finch cleared his throat as Jim bent to grip Cade’s hand, as if expecting the boy to release it. But Jim ignored him and pulled Cade up.

‘Nice sword.’

‘Thanks,’ Cade said, resisting the urge to return Jim’s smile.

It seemed that Finch’s influence over Jim was weakening, though Gobbler still embraced his old crony with enthusiasm. Cade wondered if Jim had done some soul-searching while Finch had been gone.

Cade wasn’t one to hold a grudge, but it would be a while until he trusted Jim again. He hadn’t been given the same choice as Jim had back at school, but he was sure he wouldn’t have allied with Finch, had he been in Jim’s shoes.

Still, with Jim being friendly and enough swords for everyone, the playing field was more than even. Between the humans, at least. He suspected the playing field in the real game was stacked heavily against them.

Leaving Scott to introduce Quintus and the girls to the others, Cade hurried ahead to the boat. He found it pressed up against the beach and held there by a rusted anchor and a fraying rope. Beside it, he saw the broken remains of the Chinese junk, which the anchor must have been salvaged from. It was exactly as Scott had described, with rotten rigging and sails, but also a rusted engine half submerged at its rear.

Yoshi and Eric were huddled at the Witchcraft’s back end, up to their waists in the shallows. Both of them were covered in a layer of oily green gunk from their hands up to their shoulder blades, as if they had been reaching into the gas tank and scooping out the old, rotted fuel with their arms.

‘All right, boys?’ Cade said, filling his voice with as much bravado as he could muster. The trio would still need convincing to return to the Keep, so best to put on a confident face. Eric and Yoshi turned, and Yoshi flashed him a rare smile.

‘You made it,’ Eric said, wading ashore to embrace him.

‘Woah, woah,’ Cade said. ‘I’m filthy enough as it is. How’s it looking?’


‘We’ve cleaned it out as best we can,’ Eric said, flicking some oil at Cade with a grin. ‘Yoshi almost climbed into the damned thing. Yoshi thinks it will run, with a bit of luck.’

There was a large, rusted canister propped on the deck of the Chinese ship that must have taken some strength to lift.

‘Is that the diesel?’ Cade asked.

‘Damn right it is,’ Yoshi said, patting the can. ‘Plus three more like it on board. If this works, we’ll be able to sail this thing for weeks.’

Cade’s heart sank. Somehow he didn’t think Yoshi was going to be impressed with his plan to just go back the way they had come.

‘So, history boy,’ Eric said, slapping Cade’s shoulder. ‘Any idea what this ship is?’

Cade turned to the Codex floating just behind him. It was strange how used to it he had become now.


‘Watch this,’ he said, winking. This was a crucial moment. One that would make the Codex more credible in their eyes, and in turn its assertion that the world might be about to end.

‘Codex, what is this ship?’ he asked. ‘And feel free to give us a bit more detail this time.’

The drone replied instantly.

‘Remnant identified as the Sea Dragon. It was owned by author, traveller and adventurer Richard Halliburton. The ship was constructed when Halliburton challenged himself to sail across the Pacific Ocean on a Chinese junk, though equipped with a diesel engine in case they ran into trouble. Along with eight other crew members, the ship disappeared in 1939 during a typhoon, never to be seen again. Sightings of wreckage were rumoured until as late as 1945, but all turned out to be hoaxes or false—’

‘All right, that’s enough,’ Cade said, eyeing the timer.
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As the Codex had been speaking, the others emerged from the jungle, shouting their greetings. Cade wasn’t sure whether to quiet them. Would raptors attack them out in the open, in such numbers? It was too late now anyway. They had to get out of here as soon as possible.

Eric waved and boarded the ship, leaving Cade and Yoshi together.

‘Mystery solved,’ Yoshi said. ‘Maybe we can find out who Louis Le Prince was too.’

Cade smiled. ‘Or find out if I was right about those coins.’

There was a shout from inside the Witchcraft’s cab, and the two turned to see Eric waving his arm through the front window.

‘Moment of truth,’ he yelled. ‘Cross your fingers.’

For a second there was silence, then a splutter as the engine turned over. Cade held his breath.

The splutter turned into a juddering roar, and now Cade joined in the cheers, wading into the water and whooping alongside Yoshi.

Finally, a victory.

Cade sank to his knees and buried his head under the surface. It was blissfully cool on his skin, and he could practically feel the dirt dissolving from his face and body. Even his injured legs seemed to appreciate it, only stinging briefly before the cold water relieved them of the itching.

It was heavenly, and Cade let himself fall in before turning on his back and staring at the bright blue sky. He was going to have to convince the others to turn back soon enough. But not right now.








THIRTY-SEVEN

They sat inside the boat, perched facing each other on the cushioned benches on either side. The removable padding had been thrown from the window already – the things were so rotted and covered in fungus that it was a wonder there was anything left of them.

Cade surveyed his potential allies, such as they were. Thirteen people, including him. Enough to defend an entire fort? Time would tell.

He had given each of them a sword, which had earned him some goodwill so far. Sufficient goodwill to get them to all sit and hear him out, while the boat remained anchored on shore. So he stood there, trying to look confident.

‘By now you will have all heard what the Codex, and Quintus, have told us. The world is at stake. The Romans have almost lost the game we’ve been brought here to play, and we’re all that’s left of the contenders. If we don’t return to the Keep, everyone we have ever loved will die. Our entire species, bar what survives on this planet, will die. I believe them.’

He looked them each in the eye as he spoke, trying to convince them of his conviction. Most avoided his gaze. Only Amber returned it with any semblance of agreement, while others looked away or had eyes filled with scepticism.

‘Thanks to the arrival of Amber, Grace, Bea and Trix, and our new swords, I think we have a fighting chance. What I’m asking you now is … will you come with me?’

He paused, perhaps somewhat dramatically.

Spex was the first to speak. ‘I don’t think any of us can deny what we’ve seen here. It is entirely possible that the … people … that brought us here could destroy the Earth if they wanted to. They have the technology. And it seems, given what they’ve made us do so far, that they might be willing to do it.’

‘Is there anyone here who doubts this?’ Cade asked.

Finch raised his hand, joined by Gobbler, and after a hissed word from Finch, Jim followed suit. Yoshi reluctantly raised his own hand, as did Eric with an apologetic smile. A moment later, Grace did the same. Trix, and then, following a nudge from her sister, Bea followed suit.

Damn. Eight against five.

And one of the five was Quintus. Did the others even think the Roman should have a vote?

‘Well then, let me try a different argument,’ Cade said. ‘That it’s better to go to the Keep anyway, even if losing the game has no consequence.’

‘How do you figure that?’ Grace asked.

Cade had expected them to doubt the end of the world, and had spent some time thinking on it. Now it was time to see if it sounded as good in reality as it did in his head.

‘Not all of you know this, but the girls and I were captured by some men, out there in the jungle,’ Cade said. ‘Cruel, violent men, who I suspect planned to keep us as slaves. And there are loads of them. Maybe hundreds, hunting for people just like us.’

‘Are you serious?’ Scott asked, looking at the girls.

Amber nodded grimly. ‘We were lucky to escape,’ she said. ‘And after what happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re specifically looking for us now. They seemed pretty angry.’

‘Well … damn,’ Yoshi said. ‘Do you have any idea who they are?’

‘No,’ Cade said. ‘But whoever they are, they’re bad news.’

‘It just keeps getting better,’ Eric said, rubbing tired eyes.

‘And let’s not forget the freaking dinosaurs,’ Cade said. ‘Scott, Finch, Spex and I almost became dino food today. I’ve had a grand total of three deadly encounters with the animals in as many days, and each time I survived by the skin of my teeth.’

He yanked up his pant legs for dramatic effect, showing the shallow bite marks on his calf, each one a half-circle like that of a shark. It was the first time any of the others had seen them, and it looked far worse than it was. Bea looked a little paler, while Spex leaned forward, pushing his glasses up his nose in fascination.

‘How long do you think we’d survive?’ Cade asked. ‘A week? Two?’

‘We could live on this,’ Finch muttered. ‘Anchor ourselves in the middle of the river.’

‘Could we?’ Cade snapped. ‘What about the river monsters that live in these waters? Or the dinosaurs that can swim? I can tell you right now, raptors can.’

Finch simply lifted his chin in defiance.

‘That fruit we just ate,’ Cade said, pointing at the sacks of fruit that still remained on the boat. ‘Where did that come from? Do you see orchards of apple trees and fields of wheat out here?’

‘We’d live off the dinosaurs,’ Finch said. ‘That Roman dude is doing OK.’

‘Quintus is a crack shot with a sling, unlike us, and he is certainly not OK,’ Cade said, trying and failing to keep his voice calm.

Noticing they were all looking at him, Quintus glanced up from the fig he had been devouring and smiled at them through the red pulp that coated his face. He popped the last of it in his mouth, groaning with pleasure. Bea edged away from him.

‘Look at him, he’s as skinny as a rake,’ Cade said, pointing at the boy’s thin legs sticking out beneath the leather and red-cloth skirt he wore along with his tunic. ‘He spends his days holed up in a small room inside a crumbling temple, living off the vermin he can hit with his sling. He’s slowly starving to death.’

‘Yeah, but he didn’t go back to the Keep,’ Finch said. ‘Because he knows it’s more dangerous.’

Cade bit back his reply. They had already covered this in the temple.

‘But he is going back now,’ he replied, crossing his arms.

Finch opened his mouth, then closed it again.

Gotcha.

‘At the Keep, there’s food enough to feed an entire legion, let alone the thirteen of us,’ Cade went on. ‘There’s walls to protect us. Beds to sleep in, roofs to shelter us. Baths, toilets, clean water. More contenders could join us there, sent there by these “gods”, as Quintus calls them. And lastly …’

He paused, hoping to make his closing statement as impactful as possible.

‘We might just find out what the hell is going on … and work out how to get home.’

Cade let that sink in, hoping that they shared the same curiosity and desires he had. He could see the cogs turning in their heads, considering their options. It was working. They had to see reason. They just had to.

He saw Finch preparing to say something, but Cade cut him off.

‘Or would you rather live out your existence starving to death in a dank hole, waiting to get captured or eaten, living with the knowledge that you might have doomed our world to destruction, and still never knowing why you were brought here in the first place?’

That did it. In all honesty, Cade hadn’t even been sure if it was the right decision before he’d made that speech. Somehow, he had convinced himself.

‘I say we put it to a vote,’ Cade said. ‘Majority rules.’

‘Fine,’ Finch said, standing. ‘But the Roman doesn’t count.’

He smiled at the others, and for a moment he almost looked friendly. The boy was guileful as a rattlesnake and twice as deadly.

‘Everyone who wants to go to the Keep, raise your hand. Simple as that.’

He kept his arms crossed, looking each one in the eye, just as Cade had. It was a sly trick, to make them vote for Cade’s plan. People who were unsure were far more likely to leave their hand down than raise it. It would feel less like a decision.


Then, to Cade’s surprise, Amber stood too, staring down Finch with a cool gaze.

‘Whatever happens, I’m going with Cade,’ she said, raising her hand.

Cade gave her a relieved smile. Another surprise followed, with timid Bea being the next to raise her hand. Now it was Trix’s turn to be nudged by her sister. With all three of the other girls raising their hands, Grace sighed and followed their lead.

The girls weren’t even contenders. They weren’t even supposed to be a part of the game. Yet here they were, volunteering to fight. Cade’s respect for them grew a great deal in that moment. They had more courage than half the boys on this boat. Maybe all of them, including him.

‘I’m with you,’ Eric said. ‘I doubt that Earth is going to be destroyed, especially as this game seems to have been going on so long. But … I’d rather not risk it. And I think we’ve as much chance of dying out here as we do in the Keep.’

Six against six. Just one more!

But the remaining boys kept silent.

‘I don’t know,’ Yoshi said, his knee bobbing nervously. ‘It seems most people don’t want to go with you … and I’m not sure enough to swing the vote.’

‘Yeah,’ Scott said simply.

Spex nodded silently. He avoided Cade’s gaze, ashamed to be siding with Finch.

‘Well, well, well,’ Finch said, rubbing his hands gleefully. ‘Even these bozos agree with me. Let’s—’

‘Hang on,’ Jim said.

The boy had been staring at his hands throughout, but Cade had barely paid attention to him, expecting him to vote with Finch. Jim looked up at Cade, and there was a gleam in his eye that Cade had never seen before.


‘I’ll go,’ he said.

‘Seriously?’ Gobbler growled, turning to Jim and pressing his face close. But Jim ignored him, even as Finch spun and fixed him with a glare of pure malice.

‘I want to fight,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to live this way.’

He stood and went to sit opposite Finch and Gobbler.

‘I’ve had enough,’ he said. ‘And if there’s even a chance that winning this thing will let me go home, I’m going to take it.’

‘So,’ Cade said, the look of pure rage on Finch’s face the only thing keeping a smile from his own. ‘Yoshi, if you would be so kind.’

Yoshi jumped up and turned the key, muttering a prayer under his breath. But it seemed whatever god was watching over them was feeling generous, the key turning over and the engine roaring into life. The yacht was soon juddering back into the river, while Spex took the initiative of pulling in the rusted old anchor. And then the Codex spoke.

‘I’m sorry, Cade, but I must inform you that only contenders may take part in the qualifying round.’

Its voice rang out through the cabin, the volume seemingly increased to be heard over the thunder of the engine. Cade felt his knees weaken. Just when he thought he had fixed everything, this world seemed to manage to pick it apart. But Amber was swift to reply.

‘How does one become a contender?’ she asked, holding up a hand to silence the panicked words starting on the others’ lips.

‘Volunteer,’ the Codex intoned.

‘We volunteer,’ Amber said.

‘Do you know what that even means?’ Grace groaned.

‘Please confirm: Amber Lin, Grace Jelani, Bea Prescott and Trix Prescott volunteer to become contenders.’

‘You’re signing your own death warrants,’ Finch warned, clearly still hoping to reverse the decision. ‘You’ll die, just like us.’

Amber didn’t hesitate.

‘I confirm,’ she said.

She turned, looking at the others.

‘I confirm,’ Grace said, shaking her head in defeat.

‘I confirm,’ Bea and Trix agreed after her.

‘Confirmed,’ the Codex said.

Cade allowed himself to sit, groaning with relief at both the comfort and the girls’ decision. He had disliked Amber when they had first met. Now he owed her more than he could rightly understand.

Finch sat down too, his face a picture of fury. His eyes were fixed on Jim, even as he avoided Cade’s gaze. The betrayal had been absolute. Cade had always thought Finch’s embarrassment would have amused him, but seeing the results only sent an icy chill down his spine.

Still, as the Witchcraft chugged back up the river and the jungle slipped by, Cade could not help but allow himself a brief moment to relish his change in fortune. Finally, things were going his way.

He could only hope it would last.








THIRTY-EIGHT

Cade watched the jungle’s edge glide by, searching for words that might break the grim quiet as the Witchcraft cruised upriver. Barely a word had been spoken since their vote, though anger still simmered.

The reality of their situation had dawned on them just a few minutes into the ride, made all the more obvious by the sinister timer ticking incessantly down. Cade sat with Quintus in the back, and though they could not speak, the silence between them was not an awkward one. There was something about the legionary’s presence that put Cade at ease.

It was slow going, moving against the river’s flow. Yoshi was also wary of taxing the antique vessel any more than they had to, and so the Witchcraft chugged along at what felt like snail’s pace, anchoring by the shore at times to prevent the old motor from overheating.

Still, Cade knew they would make it back with time to spare. Already he could see the waterfall ahead and feel the mist it cast on his skin. Soon enough they were passing into the stump-filled clearing and anchoring themselves on the plunge pool’s bank. Cade looked over at the timer as the group leaped on to the land.
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Not long to prepare, and it would be dark soon. They wouldn’t get much done at night. Even if they could, they needed to balance that with being well rested for battle.

‘What’s the plan then, oh great leader?’ Scott said, giving Cade an exaggerated salute. ‘Perhaps you can rustle up some rocket launchers to go along with these swords?’

Leader?

‘Not my leader,’ Finch muttered. He shoulder-banged Cade as he walked past.

Cade ignored him. Finch was a problem for later, but for now he needed him. Another fighter, however reluctant, could make all the difference.

But Eric wasn’t having it.

‘You can leave, you know,’ Eric said, stepping in front of Finch and nodding to the gloom of the forest edge.

Finch glowered, his hand straying to his sword, but Eric’s looming presence made him think twice. He stalked off, and Gobbler scurried behind him.

The rest of them followed, picking their way through the field of tree stumps and heading for the cave entrance at the bottom of the mountains. Behind them, the forest loomed high, and Cade was glad to be leaving it. It would be a relief to find a comfortable place to sleep once more. For a while, at least.

Cade saw Jim shaking his head. He was listening to Finch berate Gobbler, taking his anger out on him.

‘Finch always was a coward,’ Jim said, nodding towards the pair. ‘But a vicious one. He only fights when he knows he can win. Kicks you when you’re down, stabs you when you’re not looking.’

‘You would know,’ Spex said, stony-faced.

Jim couldn’t meet his gaze.

‘I’m sorry about that,’ he said. ‘You don’t know how much I regret it. It keeps me up at night, thinking of what I’ve done.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Spex said, his words dripping with sarcasm. ‘I bet you lost sleep over it.’

‘If I could take it back, I would,’ Jim said, his voice almost a whisper.

Spex ignored him.

‘So why’d you hang out with them?’ Yoshi asked, the edge of accusation plain in his voice. ‘If you hate Finch so much.’

‘I was scared of him. Scared of what he’d do to me.’ Jim looked at his feet, ashamed. ‘Guess I’m a coward too.’

Cade saw Spex’s expression change. Was that pity he saw? It was gone quickly, Spex preferring to jog ahead rather than continue the conversation. If Cade was struggling to forgive Jim, who had never done him a direct wrong, how hard would it be for Spex?

They passed into the shadow of the cave, walking down the black, echoing tunnel. Scott’s voice drifted from the darkness.

‘You never answered my question. Do we have a plan, or are we just waiting?’

Cade had spent the journey pondering that very issue.

‘I’m assuming the attack will be coming from outside the walls, if the bone fields are any indication,’ he said, thinking aloud. ‘It’s safe to say we’ll be manning the ramparts, but all we’ll be able to do with these swords is stab at anything climbing up. Plus, it’s too wide for the thirteen of us to defend effectively. It’s not going to be easy.’

‘Well, don’t sugarcoat it,’ Scott groaned. ‘Tell us what you really think.’

‘Quintus has a sling,’ Cade said, hoping his next idea sounded as good as it did in his head. ‘And he’s a crack shot with it. There’s plenty of ammo for him in the armoury, and slings are easy enough to make. Maybe he can teach us how to use them.’

‘I can’t even throw a football,’ Spex moaned.

‘We just need to manage a few volleys before they start climbing the walls,’ Cade said with as much confidence as he could muster. ‘If we even kill more than one of them, it’ll be worth it.’

‘Whatever “they” turn out to be,’ Amber muttered from the darkness.

Cade ploughed on. ‘Even if the slings don’t work, we should drop rocks on them when they reach the walls,’ he said, remembering what he had read about siege warfare. ‘We should pile as many as we can on top of the ramparts.’

It wasn’t boiling oil, but it was better than nothing.

Finch’s voice echoed back. ‘That’s it? Rocks? Great plan, genius.’

Cade gritted his teeth but ignored the jibe. He didn’t have much else to work with.

Soon they emerged into the dusk light. The others trooped into the Keep, but Cade had other ideas. He headed straight for the wall to inspect it, climbing up one of the two sets of stairs built near each end.

To his dismay, they were in worse shape than he remembered, the mortar crumbling beneath his feet. The top of the wall was not much better, with most of the crenulations missing to leave an uneven rampart that reached his waist. The platform’s inner edge was a dangerous place to walk too, the stones so loose that they could come away and send someone tumbling down with them.

But Cade wasn’t looking at the wall any more. Because, at the end of the canyon, a blue forcefield now stretched between the bone fields and the desert. And waiting on the other side was a horde of crouched figures, casting long shadows in the glow of the setting sun.

Vipers.








THIRTY-NINE

There were as many as a hundred of them by Cade’s guess, though he had little time to confirm it before it was too dark to count, the only source of light being the moons above and the soft glow of the forcefield. Now the thirteen stood on the wall, watching them in the gloom of night.

‘A handful each,’ Scott murmured. ‘Well, two handfuls. Piece of cake, right?’

Cade didn’t dignify that with a response. It was an insane number. True, some of them had defeated one before, and armed only with rocks or chains, no less. But he knew they had used the dust to blind them like he had, or been helped along by the other boy kept in their section of the canyon. To face so many seemed an impossible task.

Now that he thought about it, their last challenge had been more of a puzzle to be solved than a battle to be won. Finding a weapon. Adapting the environment to create an advantage. Working together with others.

But this, this was … well, now that he thought about it, wasn’t it the same? Hell, there was even the wall serving as the ledge, with them above and the monsters below.

It was just on a larger scale, with far more at stake. Now they had swords. And they were working together, more or less. So what was he missing? Adapting to the environment had to be more than just finding some rocks to drop on them. There had to be something else he could do.

‘Not too late to get back on the boat,’ Finch called.

‘Not too late to shut the hell up,’ Amber snapped back.

Cade ignored them. They had just under two days to prepare, a good portion of which would be spent eating, drinking and sleeping.

‘All right, guys, we won’t get much done tonight,’ Cade said. ‘Let’s get some food in us and sleep. We’ll have to figure this out tomorrow.’

‘You think I’m going to bed with all those things over there?’ Gobbler asked. ‘What’s to say that invisible wall thing comes down and they slaughter us in our sleep? We should leave a watch or something.’

Right now, Cade just wanted to rest. He doubted that whoever their strange overlords were would set all this up only to kill them while they slumbered. If he trusted anything in this world, it was that the entities that had brought them here wanted them to play the game as it was meant to be played.

‘Are you volunteering?’ Cade asked. ‘It’s awful dark out here.’

Gobbler scratched the back of his head.

‘Well, uh … maybe for the first few hours. Finch’ll keep me company, right, Finch?’

Finch rolled his eyes but assented with a curt nod. He was losing friends. He couldn’t lose his last ally.

‘Three hours then,’ Cade said. ‘Anyone else?’

‘I’ll do it,’ Yoshi said. ‘And I don’t need someone to babysit me.’

Cade looked to the others, but already they were drifting towards the stairs, eager to get some shuteye. All of them were dead on their feet. Only Quintus remained alert, staring out at the vipers with grim intensity.

‘Fine,’ Cade sighed. ‘Wake me up when you’re done, Yoshi.’

Six hours’ sleep. It would have to do.

Leaving Finch and Gobbler to their vigil, the rest of them trooped down to ground level and lit the torches there, taking two with them. They made their way to the quarters on the third floor of the Keep, as they had done before. This time, Cade found himself with all of the boys in one of the two rooms up there.

The opposite room was where the girls had set up camp – nobody wanted to sleep alone among the bunk beds or the doorless rooms downstairs. Of course, both of the doors to their current rooms had to be left unlocked so those on watch could get in and wake them, but it was a comfort nonetheless.

Seven boys were far too many to fit in one bed, though, so Spex volunteered to bring one of the three-tiered bunk beds up to the room, with Jim trying to make amends by volunteering to help.

Quintus was already curled up in the corner, having made a makeshift bed from the cushions in the room, and looking more comfortable than he’d been in a long time. That left Cade, Eric, Scott and Yoshi to share the main bed.

Before they all crammed into it, Yoshi stopped Cade in his tracks and looked at the Codex following him.

‘Who is Louis Le Prince?’ Yoshi asked.

‘Louis Le Prince invented the first film camera and projector. He disappeared mysteriously on a train with his prototype in the year 1890.’

The pair of them exchanged a grin. A day ago, that would have been a revelation. Now it was just interesting.

Cade wondered if Louis had marched off and died with the legion, or stayed and eventually abandoned the Keep like Quintus had.

He could hardly imagine what it would be like for a Victorian-era man to appear among a bunch of Romans upon another planet. Not to mention using his camera-projector to film them battling monstrosities.

He had to hand it to the gods. They had good taste in history.

That done, the pair squeezed into bed beside Eric and Scott. It was a tight fit, and Cade found himself hanging off the side of the bed. He sat up to see if there was more room on the other side.

‘What else can that thing tell us?’ Yoshi asked, stifling a yawn. Then he froze, his eyes widening. ‘Codex, how can we get back home?’

‘Contenders may return to their home planets when they reach the top of the leaderboard.’

‘Damn,’ Yoshi breathed. ‘A way back then.’

‘Can we see this leaderboard?’ Cade asked.

‘Action prohibited. Contenders must complete qualifiying round to access leaderboard functions.’

Cade thumped the bed.

‘Just when you think you’re getting somewhere,’ he moaned. ‘Why does it have to be so reticent.’

‘Yeah, reticent little pest,’ said Scott, who clearly didn’t know what reticent meant.

Cade couldn’t help but smile.

‘They probably don’t tell us to give us another reason to play the damned game,’ Eric said. ‘Sounds like we’ll have to survive tomorrow if we want to find out why we’re here.’

‘Yeah, well, if it’d told us all this in the first place, we probably wouldn’t have left here,’ Yoshi argued. ‘If they wanted us to stay and fight, they have a funny way of showing it.’

Eric held up a hand.

‘Maybe they wanted us to go into the caldera,’ he said. ‘There is a reason they created it.’

Cade lay back down with a groan, sick of the whole debate.

‘Pointless trying to work out what they want,’ he muttered. ‘It’s all madness anyway. Why should their reasoning be any different.’

Somewhere far below they could hear Jim cursing, and the sound of wood thudding against stone. Clearly, the three-person bunk bed was not easy to manhandle up the steep steps.

They lay there for a minute, staring at the ceiling.

‘Someone’s got to put out the torch,’ Cade whispered.

‘Not it,’ Eric said.

‘Not it,’ Scott said quickly.

The only sound from Yoshi was a deep snore.

‘Goddammit,’ Cade said.








FORTY

Cade drifted into consciousness. The sun was filtering through the ragged curtains, filling the room with a honeyed glow. For a moment he basked in it, allowing himself a moment to enjoy the comfort of half-sleep.

He sat up with a start, nearly hitting his head on the Codex floating above him. Nobody had come to wake him. Had Yoshi stayed out there all night? Cade stretched and rubbed the sleep from his eyes before stumbling over to the curtain and staring out at the wall. There was nobody there.

So much for the watch. Not that he had been particularly worried about it anyway. If their mysterious overlords wanted them dead so soon, they would never have put together this elaborate game. Still, it seemed strange for Yoshi to abandon his post. Unless … Finch and Gobbler hadn’t woken him up either?

He scanned the beds. Spex and Jim had given up on bringing the bunk bed up, instead laying the straw-stuffed mattresses out on the floor. Scott and Gobbler had somehow managed to fall asleep with their faces pressed together, much to Cade’s amusement. No sign of Finch, nor Yoshi.

Curiosity and concern intermingled, enough to drive Cade from the warmth of the window into the upper floor’s main chamber, the creak of the bedroom door eliciting groans from the others. He let them sleep, padding past the enormous stone table and to the bedroom door in the opposite wall.

Within, he saw Amber draped over the edge of the bed, her head hanging upside-down, mouth lolling open. He was about to chuckle when he remembered that both Yoshi and Finch were missing – there were only the girls in there. And if they weren’t on the wall … something was wrong.

Fighting growing panic, Cade hurried down the stairs to the ground floor. He saw it then, crusted on the floor in a spatter pattern that spoke of violence. Blood.

‘Guys,’ Cade yelled. ‘Help! Help!’

As his eyes adjusted to the light of the window openings, he saw more blood smears. As if something had been dragged towards the stairs of the baths.

Cade’s hand strayed for a sword that was not there – they were piled up in the bedroom. Above, he could hear movement and shouts of concern as the others came to join him, but he didn’t wait. He jumped down the stairs, running into the gloomy cavern with his hands balled into fists.

He saw him then. Trussed up like a turkey, blood pooled on the stone beside his head. Yoshi.

Even now, the boy struggled against his bonds, groaning through the gag that had been wrapped across his mouth. His eyes were wide, though whether with anger or fear it was hard to tell. Cade hurried over and tugged frantically at the tight knots.

With a sinking heart, Cade began to piece together what had happened. Finch was gone, and that probably meant the Witchcraft was too. He must have attacked Yoshi in the night, stolen the keys to the boat and left.

Finally, the knotted rags came free. Yoshi yanked the gag from his mouth and spat out the wadded cloth that had been stuffed in there. Then he unleashed a tirade of curses that continued long after the other boys had turned up on the scene, their swords drawn, faces pale with fear. There was no sign of the girls – they must have slept through Cade’s shouts.

When Yoshi was done he took a deep breath and dabbed at the cut at the back of his head with the cloth he had spat out. He winced, but the cloth came away dry. It seemed the bleeding had stopped.

‘Are you OK?’ Spex asked, kneeling beside him.

‘I’m all right,’ Yoshi groaned. ‘Head wounds, man. They bleed a lot.’

‘What happened?’

‘He jumped me,’ Yoshi said. ‘Finch, after him and Gobbler came to get me. I woke up down here.’

Cade swallowed. Whatever chance they had of leaving was now gone … unless they planned on hiking through the dinosaur-infested jungle. The silver lining was that he wouldn’t need to convince the others to stay any more. But that was little consolation. In truth, he barely knew if he himself would have stayed, in the face of such overwhelming odds. Now, it seemed, they would win or die trying.

‘Did you know about this, Gobbler?’ Cade asked.

He turned, only to see the boy staring at the floor with glazed eyes.

‘He left me …’ was all Gobbler said.

‘I guess that answers that question,’ Yoshi said as Spex helped him to his feet.

‘Scott, Spex, Jim, stay here,’ Cade said. ‘Eric, with me.’

He took Gobbler’s sword from the boy’s nerveless fingers and hurried up the stairs, motioning for Quintus to stay. The soldier wordlessly stood guard by the steps, gladius in hand.

It took them five heart-pounding minutes to get through the tunnel and into the field of stumps, but Cade already knew in his heart the yacht would be gone. His suspicions were confirmed as soon as they emerged into daylight.

The plunge pool of the waterfall was glaringly empty.








FORTY-ONE

They trudged to the water’s edge, as if by some miracle they would find the Witchcraft still there, hidden in the weeds. But all that remained was the wooden stake, and the end of the attached rope that Finch had sliced through after pulling in the anchor. He must have left in a hurry. Cade sighed deeply and sat down on a stump. He wasn’t sure how to feel.

Doubtless, Finch wouldn’t last long on his own. But this meant one less fighter. No escape route if they lost, or were forced to run. And a crushing blow to their morale.

There were footsteps behind them, and Cade turned to see Yoshi had followed them. He shook his head, then winced and touched his head wound.

‘It doesn’t change anything,’ he said, as if reading Cade’s mind.

Cade grunted and lowered his head, sweat from the hot sun above trickling down his cheeks. Eric sat beside him and squeezed his shoulder.

For a moment the three of them were silent. It was almost peaceful there in the dull roar of the waterfall, letting the cool mist from the crashing foam of the plunge pool coat them like morning dew.

Yoshi cleared his throat, and Cade turned to look at him. He had a sly smile upon his face.

‘What’s up?’ Cade asked.

‘I just realised. This sword,’ Yoshi said, holding his weapon up to the light. ‘It is a Muramasa blade. Do you know what that means?’

‘No,’ Cade said.

‘Muramasa was a great swordsmith, second only to Masamune. But his swords were said to be cursed – once drawn, the blade must be bloodied before it may return to its scabbard, or the owner will be driven mad.’

Yoshi looked him in the eye, and Cade realised that in some strange way, his friend was trying to cheer him up.

‘Tomorrow, I plan to.’

Cade grinned and nodded despite himself. He would save telling Yoshi about the Honjō Masamune until after the battle – he had a feeling Yoshi would ask to trade for it. He’d become attached to the sword – it had saved his life after all. Plus, he’d rather not have a cursed blade.


Eric stood, holding his own blade up. It was enormous; so long that, with his height, he was probably the only one of them who could wield it. Other than Grace, perhaps.

‘Who made this one?’

Yoshi looked closely at its base and shrugged. ‘It’s not a name I recognise.’

Cade thought for a moment, then called out to the Codex over his shoulder.
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‘Codex, tell us about this sword. In detail, please.’

The drone replied in its dull voice.

‘Remnant identified as the Hotarumaru, forged by Kunitoshi Rai in 1297 CE. It is known colloquially as the Firefly Sword, so named for a legend that tells the story of its owner, the leader of the Aso clan, who damaged the sword in battle. That night, he dreamed of fireflies settling on the sword, and awoke to find it had magically repaired itself. The sword went missing in 1945.’

‘Badass,’ Eric said, swiping the blade low against the ground and cutting the head of a flower clean off.

Cade grinned at the look of jealousy on Yoshi’s face.

‘How do you know so much about swords?’ Eric asked.

‘My mom is an arts dealer,’ Yoshi said. ‘Specialising in Japanese antiques. Swords are some of the pieces in highest demand.’

He turned to Cade.

‘Plus, I signed up for kendo lessons, hoping to find some marks to sell my fake swords to. You wanna find people obsessed with Japanese swords, go to the source, right?’

Cade’s eyes lit up.

‘You learned how to sword fight?’ he asked.

‘Well, yeah,’ Yoshi said, shrugging. ‘Only for a few months. Made my mom happy, so I stuck with it longer than I had to. Then I got caught, and she sent me to reform school.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us this before?’ Cade demanded. ‘Don’t you see, you can train us how to fight!’

Yoshi smiled and shook his head.

‘Fighting a trained opponent with another blade isn’t the same as fighting a monster.’

‘But—’ Cade stopped, realising the truth of Yoshi’s words. ‘Well, at least you can teach us how to hold it right,’ he said. ‘Teach us how to strike, how to parry.’

‘I mean, I’m a layman at best, but …’ Yoshi thought for a moment, then nodded.

‘All right then.’ Cade grinned. ‘That’s what we’ll do today.’

‘Good,’ Yoshi said, standing. ‘I’ll go prep.’

He strode off, though to prepare what, Cade had no idea.

‘Don’t you think it’s a coincidence that he knows how to use a sword?’ Eric said, breaking his long silence. ‘It’s not exactly a common skillset.’

Cade realised Eric was right. He furrowed his brows.

‘Then we’ve got you, almost an expert on Rome. Spex with his general knowledge. Now Yoshi with his sword skills.’

‘And you?’ Cade asked, raising his eyebrows.

‘I guess we’ll find out,’ Eric said. ‘Maybe for my size – I was a linebacker after all. But don’t you think it’s strange?’

Cade sighed.

‘I think we were chosen for a reason,’ he said. ‘Maybe all of us know something useful.’

‘So, they got us sent to the school?’ Eric asked, twisting his hands. ‘You think they have that much power? That they went to all that trouble?’

Cade stared at his hands, thinking back on his false conviction. Was it possible that these ‘gods’ had planted the laptops?

‘Maybe,’ was all Cade could say. ‘I am innocent.’


He paused.

‘Could they have done it to you?’

For a moment, Eric didn’t reply. He stared into the rushing water of the waterfall.

‘I know the rumours at school,’ Eric said. ‘That I’m a murderer. The truth is … I am.’

Cade was speechless. Somehow, in getting to know the boy, he had convinced himself it was just a rumour. It seemed impossible a killer would be at school with them.

‘I killed my best friend,’ he said, and to Cade’s surprise, the boy’s eyes were shiny with tears. ‘I never spoke at school because … I didn’t want to make friends. I didn’t deserve them.’

‘What happened?’ Cade asked, as gently as he could.

‘We were celebrating winning the playoffs,’ Eric said. ‘Best season of my life.’

Cade nodded even as Eric’s voice cracked with emotion.

‘We went out drinking. Stole a keg from my older brother, threw a rager in a friend’s house …’

Eric paused, then let out a long, shuddering breath.

‘I made a choice. To drive. I don’t remember making it. I only remember leaving the party, and waking up in the hospital. But it was me in the driver’s seat. And my best friend in the morgue.’

They remained silent for a while longer, a lone tear trickling down Eric’s face. Clearly, he had wanted to tell someone about it for quite some time.

‘After that, I started drinking more,’ Eric said. ‘Lashing out, letting my rage get the better of me. My parents thought I needed a change.’

Cade put an arm around Eric’s shoulders. Together they stared out at the waterfall, letting the mist cover them like a cool balm. There was so much to do, and they would need to start soon. But there was time for this.

There was time.








FORTY-TWO

Yoshi had been busy. He had wandered around the tree stumps, collecting smaller pieces of lumber that the Romans must have discarded. Now he had cobbled together several of these logs into two makeshift mannequins, held up and together by stakes in the ground and a rat’s nest of loose twine he had taken from the storage room.

Quintus was off preparing his slinging lesson, but the rest of them lined up beside the waterfall, watching as Yoshi paced back and forth in front of them. He held his sword loosely in his hand, looking at them as he rubbed his chin.

‘Today, I will not teach you to block any attacks,’ Yoshi said, half to himself and half to them.

‘Why not?’ Gobbler whined.

‘I haven’t been trained in how to block a rabid dog, or a …’ He flashed Amber a grin. ‘What did you call them? Piranha-chimps?’

‘I think that was Cade’s description,’ Amber laughed.

‘Isn’t that what they look like?’ Cade groaned. ‘Tell me that’s not accurate.’

Amber nodded grudgingly.

‘They don’t look like “vipers”, though.’

‘That’s because—’ Cade began, but Yoshi stopped him with a raised hand.

‘What I will teach you is how to hold a blade,’ Yoshi continued, after taking a moment to gather his thoughts. ‘And how to swing it.’

He turned to the side and held up his sword so they could see his grip.

‘See how the hands don’t touch each other,’ Yoshi said. ‘But instead the dominant hand holds the upper half of the handle, while the weaker hand holds the bottom. Your thumbs must never be on top of the hilt – only on the sides.’

The group followed his example, extending the swords in front of them. Scott gave his blade a flourish as he did so, and Cade stepped away, wary of losing an eye. Yoshi caught his expression and grinned.

‘Spread out,’ Yoshi called. ‘Let’s not do the vipers’ job for them.’

They did so, and Yoshi now held the blade up so that the sword was outstretched in front of him at forty-five degrees, the point just below head height, his arms almost fully extended.

‘You must keep some distance from your opponent,’ Yoshi said. ‘Our reach is our advantage. A viper must come close enough to touch you, while we can strike before they do – the further away the beast is kept, the harder its work will be.’

Again they followed his lead, and now the blade felt far heavier in Cade’s hand. He was sweating already.

‘Now, the first strike, and the simplest. It’s called men.’

Yoshi lifted the blade above his head and chopped down, stepping forward as he did so.

‘Don’t hesitate in your blow. Commit, or don’t do it. There’s no in between,’ Yoshi said. ‘Step forward as you strike, close the distance with both the blade and your body while keeping out of their range.’

In unison, the group moved forward, bringing their blades down. Scott swung his so hard, it buried itself in the dirt. He chuckled and shuffled his feet as they looked at him.

‘I’m more used to a baseball bat, you know?’

Yoshi had them repeat the move several times, adjusting their grips and how far they stepped. In particular, they all seemed to have trouble with how far back they swung the sword above their head before striking, and stopping the swing before their swords reached the ground. They were quick learners, and Yoshi was a good teacher. Soon even Scott had the hang of it.

‘Now, the diagonal downwards cut,’ Yoshi said. ‘We call it kesa-giri, or “monk’s robe”.’

He stopped at their puzzled expressions.

‘Because the cut follows the line of a monk’s robe, down and across the chest,’ Yoshi explained, demonstrating the cut with his last syllable. ‘I would advise that you use this move when you can, instead of the men cut. It is less likely to trap your sword, or break it, in the skull.’

Together, they followed his lead. It was much like the previous cut, but with a slight angle to it, entering where Cade envisioned a viper’s shoulder might be and exiting towards the opposite hip. It was hard to do; even though the vipers were as large as a human, they were often hunched over or crouched, meaning that they had to aim lower than a swordsman typically would.

Yoshi nodded with approval as most of them got it right the first time, though he made them alternate between going top left to bottom right and vice versa. This time, it was Eric who was slower on the uptake, finding it hard to manoeuvre his far longer sword. Cade caught Grace eyeing the Hotarumaru blade jealously. Of all the group, she was the only other one who might be able to wield it, matching Eric’s considerable height and strength.

‘Okay, say you’ve committed to your men or kesa-giri cut,’ Yoshi said. ‘And say you’ve missed, or only injured the beast. What do you do? Spex, please demonstrate.’

Spex immediately stepped forward, cutting down, stopping his blade a foot from the ground. Swiftly, he raised the blade once more for a second attempt.

‘See how he’s left open while he raises the blade,’ Yoshi said, smiling. ‘This is when we do the kiriage, the diagonal upwards cut. It is the hardest cut for a beginner, especially when recovering from a downwards cut.’

Yoshi imitated Spex, slicing down with a powerful grunt. But instead of stopping the blade, he allowed it to swing down and past him before he reversed his blade and swept it up, following the same path he had swung down on. Then his blade was reversed and positioned in the air once more, just as he had started.

‘In the same time it took Spex to cut once and ready himself for a second strike, I completed two. Now you try.’

This technique took the longest to master. Cade struggled to reverse his grip, for to do so, he had to cross his arms at the bottom of the downwards swing. Still, they eventually managed it, though Cade could hardly imagine himself doing it in battle with a snarling viper in front of him.

Finally Yoshi taught them the simple do, a horizontal slice that could be reversed much in the same way as the kiriage. When they were finished, Yoshi said, ‘That’s the teaching part done. Any more and it will be too much to remember. I only hope it’s enough.’

‘Thank you, Yoshi,’ Cade said, and there were a chorus of mumbled thanks. ‘Let’s practise a bit more, then Quintus will teach us how to sling stones, and we’ll be done for the day. The rest of the preparations can be made tomorrow.’

‘You know,’ Gobbler said, ‘Maybe we should focus on the sword stuff, have the girls learn the stone slinging.’

There was a moment of silence.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Amber demanded, rounding on Gobbler. ‘Why?’

‘Well, we’re stronger, right?’ Gobbler said.

Grace cleared her throat, crossing her muscled arms.

Gobbler hesitated. ‘Um, maybe not her.’

Cade shook his head in disgust, unsure if this was misplaced chivalry or downright sexism.

‘Gobbler, we’ll need every—’

But Amber cut him off with a glare.

‘All right then,’ she said. ‘Let’s see who’s stronger.’

Gobbler laughed. ‘What, you wanna arm wrestle?’

Amber shook her head, a sly grin on her face. She strode forward to stand next to Yoshi, her blade in hand.

‘Everyone hold your sword out straight,’ she said, extending her arm, the weapon’s tip pointed directly in front of her.

The girls immediately did so, and Cade had a sneaking suspicion that they had done this before, with their hockey sticks. Regardless, the boys followed their example. Gobbler was the last to obey, a bead of sweat trickling down his forehead.

‘First one to drop is weakest,’ she said, holding the blade unwaveringly ahead of her. ‘They’ll tire fastest. Give up earliest, swing less. Right, Yoshi?’

Yoshi was grinning.

‘That’s right, Amber,’ he said.

He wasn’t taking part in the game, and now he strode forward, tapping swords up and down the line with his own when they began to droop.

Cade looked over to Gobbler. His arm had the most meat on it, and Cade had seen him use his weight to his advantage before, barrelling forward to crush other kids against the wall or floor. But now it worked against him.

They stood there in the blazing sun for another few minutes. Cade’s body ached all over, more because of the beatings it had taken than the exercise, but his month of work-outs had prepared him well. He was proud to see that he was faring better than most.

In contrast, Gobbler was now soaked with perspiration, shaking his head to rid his nose of the droplets that hung there. His arm shook and shook. Finally, his face beet red, eyes bloodshot with effort, he let it fall.

‘Fancy that,’ Amber said, turning to point her sword at him. ‘Maybe we should have you on sling-stone duty. Or you could be the water boy, bring us drinks when the real fighters get parched.’

‘You’ve made your point,’ Gobbler growled.

One by one, more swords dropped. It seemed to Cade most of the boys had only been waiting for Gobbler to go first, letting their arms fall with relieved groans. The girls, on the other hand, were still going strong. Soon it was only Cade, Eric and the girls left.

Bea went first, and Cade saw a flash of annoyance on Amber’s face. Then Eric let out a long groan and dropped his sword. Cade’s arm had almost lost all feeling, and slowly, ever so slowly, his sword tip drooped to the ground.


Grace and Trix dropped theirs moments later, leaving Amber undefeated, a grin on her face. To make her point, she swished it twice through the air before burying it in the ground.

‘We play hockey,’ she said. ‘Every evening, and most weekends. So don’t talk to me about strength.’

Grace leaned over to Cade.

‘You don’t poke mama bear,’ she whispered.

Cade grinned at Amber. Mama bear indeed.









FORTY-THREE

The last of the afternoon had been spent taking it in turns to chop at the wooden targets that Yoshi had made. It was a satisfying exercise, if a tiring one. Yoshi had explained that the vipers’ bodies would be far softer and easier to cut, but it was good to practise with a target to aim for, rather than swinging at the air.

Buoyed by their apparent success, their jubilance was cut short as Quintus led them to the wall. Now they surveyed the killing fields, the bone-littered canyon of flat, muddy earth bordered by two curving cliffs. It was as long as four football fields and, at the very end, the great glowing barrier remained, sealing it from the desert. And behind it, a hundred monstrous beasts sat patiently, watching with eyes like black pits.

Beside him, Cade could hear Spex whispering under his breath. ‘As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death …’

‘Psalms?’ Cade asked, thinking back to the long stints in chapel at his old school.

‘Coolio, “Gangsta’s Paradise”.’ Spex grinned at him. ‘What can I say, I like old-school rap.’

‘Oh, right.’ Cade grinned back.

Still, the valley of the shadow of death was an apt description. The bones of a thousand different creatures must have been scattered throughout, and if the vipers hadn’t been waiting at the canyon’s end, Cade might well have gone to inspect them to see what form of enemy they would face. But there was no need now – he knew what was coming. In less than two days, at least a hundred of the things would be unleashed on them.

Whatever those things were. It was all still a mystery. Not prehistoric creatures from history. Then what? Mutants? Mythical creatures? Demons? It was strange, but at times his desire to understand the truth of this alien world distracted him from his desire to save his own planet. With each clue he had unravelled, the mystery of this place only seemed to get deeper. But now was not the time for such contemplations.

The monsters sat patiently, staring at them through the translucent forcefield. Cade was sure they were unintelligent, savage creatures, but he still felt a twinge of worry that his crew would be giving away their strategy by practising here. It was too late now, though. The sun was already making its way towards the horizon.

There was another mystery, one made all the more obvious as he looked at the timer.
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It seemed to Cade that the days were passing in close to twenty-four-hour increments. The coincidence of that seemed extraordinary to him. Although, so did everything else. Was it possible that this world had been designed to mirror Earth? Were the ‘gods’ truly that powerful?

On his other side, Quintus cleared his throat, stirring Cade from his thoughts. The boy mounted the parapet, balancing there so they could all see. It was Quintus’s job to demonstrate – Cade had already explained the basic principles for him, having read about it in his own studies of Roman warfare.

Luckily for them, the storeroom had held plenty of rope, though it was somewhat ragged and mouldy. Quintus had gone to the trouble of making a sling for each of them. And that was not all he had been up to while they were sword training.

Out in the valley, Quintus had created four piles of bones, marking out distances, though how far or for what purpose they served, Cade had no clue. Atop of each, he had placed what looked to be a viper’s skull – eerily similar to human skulls but with jaws full of needle teeth and wide, gaping eye sockets.

The legionary took up his sling and placed one of the lead weights from the storeroom into the leather pouch at its centre. It was a weapon so old it predated archery, its earliest instances used by Palaeolithic shepherds to ward off hungry wolves. The same weapon David had used to kill Goliath. Simple. Deadly.

Cade looked at his own sling. A rope with a leather strap in the centre, a finger loop on one end and a plain knot on the other.

Quintus let the weapon dangle, his finger in the loop, the knotted end clutched in his palm. Then he whipped it in a circle around his head, releasing the rope at the apex of his throw. The rope unfurled, hurling the lead bullet, then snapped taut as it caught on his finger. The projectile moved so fast that Cade couldn’t see it, then he saw a tuft of earth burst, the stone skipping along the ground halfway down the canyon. It looked like it had missed the second closest pile by a hair’s breadth.

Swiftly, Quintus caught the loose end, dropped another weight into the leather and repeated the movement. There was a veritable thrum as the bullet tore through the air. This time it cracked home, smashing into the very nearest pile. A direct hit.

The viper skull shattered, needle teeth flying like splinters. The legionary whooped, throwing his hands in the air. He turned to the others, who clapped with amazement.

‘Holy cow,’ Jim shouted. ‘These things can do some damage!’

But Quintus wasn’t done. Now he dropped a third stone in, a look of grim determination on his face. He whipped the sling around his head, and let out a grunt of exertion, sending the projectile high into the air. Cade lost track of the small black dot, but it was clear where it hit when the forcefield flickered, a crackle rippling from the impact site at its centre.

Cade gaped at the sight. He had heard that slingers could throw their stones even further than most bows, and now he saw the proof of it. Quintus had thrown it the length of the canyon, as far as four football fields end to end.

The young legionary bowed amid the whoops and cheers from the others, then gestured at Cade to try himself.

‘Really?’ Cade asked. ‘Me first?’

Quintus simply stared at him expectantly, and Cade sighed. All along the parapet, Quintus had laid out the boxes of lead bullets, and now Cade bent to pick one up. It was heavier than he had expected, and as he held it in his palm, it looked to him like a black, grape-sized football.

Cade placed it into the leather cradle in the centre of his rope, and put his finger through the loop, clutching the other loose end in his hand. He tried to remember how Quintus had set it up. It had surprised him how little the soldier had swirled the weapon above his head, only letting the rope helicopter once before releasing it on the second go-round, lurching his body forward like a baseball pitcher.

‘Go on,’ Yoshi called out. ‘It’s getting dark.’

Cade tried. He really did. But when he went to throw, he released too early, the bullet catapulting off to the side only to plop on the ground barely halfway to the first marker. It had gone about as fast and far as if he’d thrown it by hand.

Quintus scratched his head, then motioned for Cade to try again. It was going to be a long evening.








FORTY-FOUR

Quintus drilled them hard, barking out ‘Iacite!’ – the Latin word for ‘throw’ – every ten seconds. It was their job to keep up while maintaining a barrage that, if inaccurate, would still land somewhere near each of the three bone-pile markers, the furthest of which was just over halfway down the canyon.

To Gobbler’s chagrin, the girls were faring better than most of the boys, their hand-eye coordination honed from years of intensive hockey practice.

It had almost reached nightfall by the time all of them could consistently reach the final pile of bones, though the viper skull remained conspicuously intact.

Cade had finally realised what the markers were for – rough estimates for how far the vipers would travel every ten seconds as they charged through the canyon. Which meant, if Quintus had guessed right, that they would likely be at the wall in less than a minute, and giving the defenders three throws each before the monsters were directly below them.

As the evening wore on, Cade began to think that it hardly seemed worth the practice, but Quintus seemed pleased enough with their progress, slapping them on their backs and grinning widely. He supposed three throws from twelve slingers meant thirty-six chances to kill or injure the vipers. If every one hit, that was a third of their enemies gone. Of course, that was an optimistic estimate.

As the last light of the sun disappeared, the red moon was already high in the sky, its smaller white counterpart combining with the rusty glow to produce a light akin to the last moments of sunset. Only then did Quintus stop the exercise, gesturing for them that he was done for the night.

The others staggered down the steps amid groans of exhaustion, some massaging aching shoulders. Cade only hoped they would not be aching tomorrow afternoon when the timer would reach zero. They needed to be at their fittest. Fortunately, they would have some time to rest tomorrow, with their only task being to carry stones to the tops of the walls. And then, in the early evening … they would fight.

Cade stayed up on the walls, taking one final look at the future battlefield. How many others had stood in this exact same place over the centuries, preparing to do battle? Had they felt as ill-prepared as he did?

There was something the others seemed to have forgotten, but Cade could not shake it from his thoughts. This would not be their final battle. Victory here meant only that they would have joined the game. And judging from the bones below, it was a game that would get far more deadly as time went by.

Was taking part in this game just delaying the inevitable, prolonging their agony? Quintus had been here over a year, yet even that amount of time in this place seemed unimaginable.

Cade was sure that Quintus had never fought in the game. Only guarded the wall until the timer started, and then he had run away. Cade wanted to know what the young legionary had heard from the other Romans, the ones who had been there before Quintus and the rest of the Ninth Legion had appeared in the desert.

Some hint, or clue, even if he drew pictures on a wall, or Cade’s half-remembered Latin allowed some understanding through.

Cade turned, only to see that Quintus had not joined the others in the Keep. Instead, he was hurrying for the tunnel, clutching his sword and sling. That was strange. What could he want out there, in the dark?

There was a pit in Cade’s stomach as the answer swam unbidden to Cade’s mind. Quintus had finally seen for himself what they were up against. And now he had decided to return to the jungle. Cade could hardly blame him. The legionary had done more than enough for them. And yet Cade felt his feet moving, taking him down the stairs and after Quintus.

He picked up his pace as he entered the tunnel, only to see that Quintus was already much of the way down. Cade might have shouted, but of course Quintus would not hear him. Instead, Cade broke into a jog, forcing his aching, injured legs to move.

If anything, he wanted to thank Quintus and send him on his way. No hard feelings, no guilt. It was the least he could do.

By the time Cade exited the tunnel and into the meadow of tree stumps, Quintus was nowhere to be seen. Cade scanned the trees, searching for the boy’s retreating figure. It was quiet, a stark contrast to the orchestra of animals that he usually heard at night. Here, on the edge of the enormous trees, the only sound was the soft susurration of the breeze and the gentlest buzz of insects.

Thinking he was too late, Cade turned to return to the Keep. Only then did he see him, just out of the corner of his eye. The flash of Quintus’s pale, naked ass as he waded into the plunge pool of the waterfall.

This was no goodbye. Quintus was skinny-dipping.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ came a voice from behind Cade.

He turned to find Amber glaring at him. She held what looked like a scavenged curtain from the Keep, folded like a towel over her arm.

‘Had the same idea as I did, did you?’ she demanded.

‘Uh-umm …’ Cade stuttered.

‘Well, come on,’ she said. ‘But keep your eyes and hands to yourself.’

She strode off towards the waterfall, leaving a bewildered Cade to look after her. Quintus was nowhere to be seen, lost in the mist. Clearly, she wanted to wash off the sweat of the day, and not in the company of almost a dozen naked teenage boys.

Now that she mentioned it, a dip in the chill waters of the pool seemed like heaven. He might not have thought of it, especially given the size of the fish he had seen in the waters of the river, but Quintus seemed to feel safe enough in the plunge pool. And he had lived there for a good while.

So Cade followed Amber down to the water, trailing behind her with his hands in his pockets. To his surprise, Amber leaped into the water fully dressed, knee-high socks and all. Only then did she remove her clothing, throwing each item on the bank, treading water all the while.

‘What?’ Amber said, as Cade eyed her wet garments. ‘They were filthy, might as well give everything a wash at the same time.’

Cade dithered by the bank a moment longer, but one raised eyebrow from Amber had him jumping in. It was numbingly cold, even after the day’s sun. For a moment he let himself sink, his boots thumping on the rocky bottom. Then he pushed off and emerged with a great gush of breath, still acclimatising to the temperature.

It was a relief, really, to have the cool water seep over him and wash away the accumulated sweat from the day. And this water seemed far clearer and cleaner than the silty river water Cade had taken a brief dip in yesterday, though not so clear that Cade felt embarrassed to take off his own clothes and throw them on the bank.

For a moment, Cade and Amber looked at each other across the water, obscured by the heavy mist that accompanied the billowing roar of the waterfall beyond them. In the dim light of the red moon, the water was dark, too dark to see anything below the neck. Even so, it was a charged moment. They could die tomorrow. It could be their last night together, and here they were, alone.

Well, not quite alone. They could both see a naked Quintus crouched on the far bank, quite unashamed as his pale buttocks mooned them from across the dark water. Nothing like a good mooning to take the romance out of a moment. That and the Codex, floating in silent watchfulness above him.

Still, Amber swam closer, as it was hard to speak over the roar of the waterfall.

‘Shame about the boat,’ Amber said, first to break the silence. ‘That Finch seemed a proper git. Did you know him long?’

Cade grimaced at the reminder of their lost vessel.

‘I knew him for six months, and he was even worse before,’ he said.

Amber peered at him for a moment, then furrowed her brows.

‘You’re not like the others,’ she said.

Cade shrugged. ‘I thought so too at first … but we’re not so different. Not where it matters. They’re good guys, for the most part. Good guys who made some bad choices.’

She smiled at him. ‘I guess you’re right. But what I really meant to ask is … why did your parents send you to reform school?’

Cade hesitated.

‘Was that too personal? Don’t answer, it’s fine,’ Amber said, and for the first time he saw her blush from cheek to cheek.

It was endearing, and he hadn’t realised just how intimidating she’d seemed until now. She seemed so fearless … so certain.

‘No, it’s OK,’ Cade said, sighing. ‘My old school found a dozen laptops under my bed in my dorm. Thought I’d stolen them, but it wasn’t me.’

‘Laptops?’ Amber asked. ‘Where have I heard that before?’

Cade laughed. ‘I keep forgetting where … or I guess I mean when, you come from. Laptops are portable computers.’

‘You fit a dozen computers under your bed? Must have been a big bed,’ Amber said.

‘They’re a bit smaller than your time,’ Cade chuckled. ‘Man, I wish I had my phone to show you. It would blow your mind.’

‘I think I’ve had my mind blown enough over the past few days,’ Amber groaned, splashing some water on her face. ‘I keep thinking I’m going to wake up. But I never do.’

Cade nodded, and for a while they stayed silent, just enjoying the night air.

‘You know as much as me now. Any thoughts on what this place is?’

Amber considered for a moment, her face pale in the moonlight as she trod water.

‘Have you seen anyone or anything beyond your time?’ Amber asked.

‘I mean, the Codex and the forcefields are pretty advanced, but I don’t know if they’re from our future.’

‘What if they are?’ Amber said. ‘What if these so-called gods are people from the future? People who discovered time travel, and use it for … this? For fun?’

Cade stared at her. ‘That’s messed up.’

‘Do you have a different theory?’

‘I’d like to believe people are better than that.’

Amber laughed. ‘Quintus’s people weren’t better than that – they had gladiators. Why wouldn’t the people of our future?’

‘Because I believe in progress,’ Cade said, though his words lacked conviction. ‘We get better. Not worse.’

‘Tell that to the people who died in the Second World War,’ Amber said. ‘Or the First, for that matter.’

Cade had no reply. She was right. Of course she was right. But he didn’t want to believe it.

He could only nod in agreement. There wasn’t much else to say.

‘Turn around,’ Amber said suddenly.

Cade did so, and he heard the splash of Amber clambering out onto the bank.

‘None of this matters if we don’t win tomorrow,’ Amber called. ‘Let’s just hope swords and stones are enough.’

After counting to ten, Cade turned slowly, only to see her striding off wrapped in her curtain-towel.

She was right. The mystery of why they were here could wait. There was a battle to be won.








FORTY-FIVE

Left alone in the plunge pool, Cade paddled closer to the waterfall. Soon he was lost in the cool mist. It was peaceful there, the empty dark of the water beneath him and the white fog above.

Something tugged on his leg. Before he could react, Cade was pulled under, a silent scream of bubbles pouring from his mouth. He kicked out, panicking, and the grip released him. Cade clawed his way upwards, choking on the dark liquid. Frantic, he burst from the water … only to find Quintus laughing hysterically beside him.

‘You little shit!’ Cade yelled.

Quintus laughed on, and as Cade’s heartbeat slowed to normal, he offered a reluctant grin. Once he’d calmed down, the legionary beckoned Cade to follow him.

Together, they splashed to the other side of the plunge pool, where Quintus stopped to crouch on the round rocks at the bottom of the shallows.

‘Wish I could speak to you,’ Cade said, finding his own rock to squat on. ‘I bet there’s a whole lot you could tell us about how this all works.’

Quintus’s eyes were closed; his toes wiggled beneath the water. Cade didn’t mind not being heard. It felt good to unload his worries.

‘These overlords. And the Strategos, whoever he is. They’ve given us the resources we need. Scattered the jungle with weapons and tools. It doesn’t make sense. It’s like they want us to win and lose at the same time.’

He scratched an insect bite behind his ear and thought out the problem.

‘We need more. Guns. Armour. Codex, show me the map again.’

 

00:21:22:34

00:21:22:33

00:21:22:32

 

The drone hovered closer and projected the bird’s eye view of the area, glowing in the gloom, and Cade zoomed in to the Keep with a pinch of his fingers. To his dismay, he could only find a dozen or so dots in and around the Keep, one that represented the projector, the rest being the swords he had scanned.

All the others were much further away, and as he explored them, few suggested that significantly better weapons could be found there.


He stared at the moonlit treeline, contemplating whether they could justify heading out on foot to explore the closest of the blue dots. A cluster of them, that they might make it there and back from, before the timer ended, if they set out in the morning.

The Codex told him they were Roman ships dating back to 36 BC, lost by Emperor Octavian in a storm. But he was sure the Romans would have stripped them of anything useful by now. All they might get were scraps, things the Romans had overlooked. It wasn’t worth the risk.

No, they would have to make use of what they had here. Not that there was much. They only had two things from anything close to the modern day, the projector and the Witchcraft, but now the latter was gone and the former would only be useful in battle if they planned on dropping it on the vipers’ heads.

An idea came unbidden to Cade’s mind. The diesel fuel in the Witchcraft could have been used to make Molotov cocktails. Fuel poured into the amphorae with flaming cloths attached, thrown on to the creatures as they massed at the base of the wall below.

Hell, they could have just poured the fuel straight on to the vipers from the barrels themselves and dropped a burning torch to light it. It might have been a game changer.

He cursed Finch under his breath, but it was no use crying over spilt milk. The Witchcraft was gone.

There was something else that Cade could use, though. Hindsight. His modern mind, and a machine with access to all Earthbound knowledge hovering in front of him. He considered that for a moment, and found himself drawing a blank. It wasn’t like he could make a gun or a computer out here.

The bow had revolutionised warfare for thousands of years, evolving from the short bow to the recurve bow to the longbow. But he wouldn’t even know where to start. Finding and shaping the right wood, manufacturing the strings, making the arrows. A daunting task for one with the luxury of time. An impossible one without it.

Perhaps if he put aside Iron Age weaponry and looked forward to the industrial age … to gunpowder. But again, they didn’t have enough time to make it, or the right ingredients.

Cade heard a scratching sound, and was bemused to find Quintus had pried something from beneath the water with his gladius. A flat rock. Quintus continued prodding at it. Befuddled, Cade ignored him and turned back to his musing.

What was Quintus’s equivalent? The Romans had used something called Greek fire, a form of napalm that would burn even on the surface of the oceans in naval warfare. But that recipe had been lost, and even if the Codex knew it, it likely contained ingredients they didn’t have access to. It was theorised that the substance was made from quicklime, sulphur and bat guano to name but a few potential ingredients. The mystery had fascinated his father for years.

No, Cade was left with things that even a caveman would be better at making: spears. No better than their swords. And he knew from disastrous attempts during his childhood camping trips that a sharpened stick was not the same as a javelin.

Bereft of tools and infrastructure, their modern know-how was reduced to that of a small child’s. It was useless.

Oblivious to Cade’s gloomy thoughts, Quintus let out a yelp of triumph.

Curious, Cade looked closer. The rock had been pried in two. Only it wasn’t a rock at all, but a mollusc of some kind. It looked much like an oyster, only far larger.

So this is where all those shells from the trash pile came from.

Quintus sawed his gladius into the fleshy grey oval that was the creature living within, then slurped half into his mouth. He caught Cade’s eye and proffered him the remaining morsel. Cade contemplated it, his mind and belly at odds with each other. It looked like a dinosaur had blown its nose on to a pickled lung.

And then he saw it. The solution to all their problems. Sitting there, in the palm of the legionary’s hand.

‘Quintus, you’re a genius,’ Cade said.

He snatched the remains of the mollusk and swallowed it down triumphantly. It tasted as bad as it looked, but Cade knew he needed his strength.

There was work to do.
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‘You’ve cracked, haven’t you,’ Scott said, shaking his head.

Cade grinned and ignored him. He pushed more wood into the makeshift kiln he had made, a large, simple tube made of clay and straw, with an air hole in its base. Inside, the coals glowed almost white, and flames roared as they flared from the tube’s top. The heat was immense, but still Cade lowered his face and blew into the fiery maelstrom.

‘The others are wondering what you’re up to,’ Scott said, scratching the stubble sprouting on his chin.

‘I’ll explain later,’ Cade said. ‘Just keep looking for rocks.’

Scott sighed and strode off, muttering under his breath. Cade busied himself with thrusting more wood into the kiln, glad that he had built it in the shadow of the Keep. The shade provided some small comfort in the oppressive heat of the day.

He had barely slept, spending much of the night taking clay from the banks of the plunge pool and carrying it by hand to the relative shelter of the Keep and its walls, where the breeze would not disturb his efforts and the materials he needed were close at hand. A single gust of wind at the wrong moment could ruin everything he had planned.

The wood added, Cade looked over his shoulder to survey the work that had been done that morning. At the top of the wall, dozens of rocks ranging from the size of a bowling ball to a space hopper had been piled upon the battlements.

The problem had turned out not to be carrying the rocks up, but finding any. They had salvaged some of the rubble that had fallen from the structure, but the mountainside lacked boulders of a suitable size. Most of those in the plunge pool were too large, and even a smaller one they’d found had required almost all of them, a lot of cursing and several bruised fingers to hoist it to the top of the walls.

Of all the others, only Yoshi had avoided most of the backbreaking labour, setting himself up beside the well and sharpening each of the swords with a large flat pebble he had found in the plunge pool. Quintus’s gladius was no longer a rusted stabbing weapon but instead a sharp, shining blade. When the legionary had seen it, he’d expressed his joy by hugging Yoshi so hard, he’d needed to slap Quintus’s back for him to let go.

Cade watched Bea hurry past, another amphora full of water balanced on her head. Cade knew that, outside, they would be sloshing it along the base of the wall, where earlier they had dug a rough trench, having lined the inside with leaves to help it retain water. Even the shy girl was resentful, but to the group’s credit, none had questioned him until now.

Backbreaking work, and with no reasoning as to why. But Cade hadn’t had time to explain – it had taken him most of the night to gather the materials, and now the process needed to start immediately.

The flames now burning themselves down, Cade laid out the dozen clay bowls he had taken from the dormitory in the Keep. Nearby, some of the substance he had prepared earlier sat in a forlorn pile. He only wished he had more.

The fire burned on, and Cade wanted to help the others, pull his weight. But this was too important. Instead, he crouched on his haunches and watched the flames.

When the ashes within the kiln had cooled, Cade carefully scooped out its precious contents, trying to keep the burned shells intact and away from the grey ashes they rested upon. For that was what he was doing.

Burning every shell he could find – snail, egg or mollusc – until they were crumbling white fragments. He was careful to wipe the sweat from his fingers before touching them, for he had to do it all barehanded. As he did so, he kept a strip of cloth wrapped around his face, and wiped his fingers on his uniform at regular intervals. Still, the tips of his fingers were red and raw by the time he was done.

Finally, he was ready. Each bowl was filled to the brim with the shells’ burned remains, and now he carefully crushed them to dust using a blunt piece of firewood. Soon he was left with bowlfuls of chalky powder. He covered each with a second bowl, keeping the contents safe from the breeze. It had all taken the best part of the night and morning, and the afternoon sun was at its zenith. He crouched there beside his precious cargo.

‘All right, you’ve got to tell us what all this is about,’ Amber said.

Cade turned to see the rest of the group trailing after her, each one soaked in sweat, their hair plastered across their foreheads. He forced a smile, hoping that they would understand.

‘What you see here is quicklime, or calcium oxide,’ Cade said, pointing at the bowls. ‘Burned shells, crushed to a powder. It’s the key ingredient in concrete – I think that’s what they used to make mortar for the walls, unless they found a source of limestone nearby.’

The others stared at him blankly. Cade ploughed on.

‘Quicklime reacts violently with moisture,’ he said. ‘So much so that it’s been used as a weapon for centuries. If inhaled, it’ll scorch your lungs and throat. Get it in your eyes, you’ll be blinded as they boil in their sockets. Wet skin, and it’ll fry you.’

Jim gave a low whistle.

‘Chemical warfare,’ Grace breathed.

‘An ancient form of it, yes,’ Cade said. ‘And what with vipers having such big eyes … well. I thought it was a good idea.’

He smiled.

‘That’s why you’ve been having us wet the base of the wall,’ Amber said. ‘So it burns the buggers’ skin when it’s wet, too.’

‘That’s right. They’ve been drying out in the desert this whole time, so it was the only way,’ Cade said. ‘And there’s no stopping it once it starts, so don’t get any on you. Water only makes it worse. Obviously.’

Eric strode over and clapped Cade on the back.

‘You’re a genius,’ he said.

Cade shrugged, trying not to grin.

‘I just hope it works,’ he said. ‘I confirmed all this with the Codex, it even told me how to make the kiln … it knows a lot. But if it didn’t burn properly, or the powder reacts with the moisture from the air before the battle, it might not work perfectly, if at all.’

‘Whatever, man,’ Jim said. ‘You’re a hero in my book.’

Cade stood and looked over at the Codex. He had sent it away from him, for the incessant countdown had made him nervous. But he already knew how long. Less than two hours to go. Not nearly enough time for all he had planned.

‘Is Quintus here?’ Cade asked. ‘You should all get some more practice with the slinging. We’ve got enough boulders up top, and the foot of the wall must be good and wet by now.’

‘Yeah,’ Scott said. ‘He’s up there.’

Cade glanced up, only to see the legionary staring out at the glowing barrier. As he watched, the boy lifted a sling and swung it once, whipping it over his head. Even from where he stood, Cade heard the thrum in the air, and the distinct crack as it made contact with the forcefield. Beyond, he heard a series of screeches from the vipers, disturbed by the noise.

‘All right, you’ve got about two hours to practise,’ Cade said. ‘Take these bowls up to the wall while you’re at it. Carefully!’

They groaned and did as he asked, but Cade took Amber aside before she could join them.

‘Do you need the practice?’ Cade asked. ‘How good are you with slinging?’

Amber smiled and crossed her arms.

‘Better than you,’ she said.

‘OK, then you’re with me,’ Cade said, glancing at his pile of leftover firewood. ‘I’ve got another idea.’
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There was nothing more to be done. Or, at least, no time left to do it. Now they stood along the battlements, surveying the battlefield.

The vipers were massed against the forcefield, staring silently with their inky black eyes, mouths hanging open as they panted in the heat. If they were dehydrated or suffering from heatstroke, they did not show it. Instead, they squatted on their haunches like brown toads, near-motionless. Waiting, just like Cade was.

It was as if they knew what was about to come. What instinct had driven them here? When he had first appeared on this planet, it had all made sense – carnivorous hunger prompting them to attack him as they waited on the ledge. As they massed in the dry heat, it seemed something else was controlling them, keeping them in place. Pheromones, perhaps, or some form of mind control. He wouldn’t put anything past the so-called gods.

Not that any of that mattered now. They were here; that was all he needed to know. Ahead of him, the Codex floated above the bone fields, its timer ticking down.
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One minute to go. Cade pulled back his hood so as not to block his field of view, then looked up and down the ramparts, making sure everyone was in position. Gobbler, Jim, Scott and Eric protected the left flank, while Quintus, Yoshi and Spex protected the middle.

Amber, Grace, Trix and Bea were on the right flank, while Cade paced back and forth along the centre, ready to shore up wherever help was needed. As the one responsible for their being here, it was his job to stand where he could direct them all. Even if it meant being where the fighting would be thickest.

With Amber and Quintus closest to him, he felt a little better, but the hilt of his sword was slippery with sweat in his hands. He had pocketed some of the ash from the fire, and now he rubbed it between his palms until they were gritty and dry once more.
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‘Get ready,’ Cade shouted.

As if they heard him, the vipers finally began to stir, their fish-egg eyes swivelling in their sockets as the barrier flickered out of existence. Then, as one … they charged.

Their speed was extraordinary, the lithe bodies leaping and loping across the bone-strewn ground. Scores of them, so many that it looked like a muddy wave flowing over the black earth. Quintus’s sling-stone was already in the air, disappearing into the masses and leaving a single broken corpse behind.

A second slug followed the first, but Cade forced himself to look away from Quintus’s movements. He couldn’t afford to be distracted if he was to direct the others.

‘Come on,’ he whispered, his sword in his left hand, sling in the other.

The front runners reached the furthest marker, knocking the piled bones askew.

‘Throw,’ Cade yelled, twirling his sling above his head.

Twelve lead sling-stones whipped through the air, too fast and small to follow. Cade didn’t see the impact, only a single sprawled body left in the horde’s wake, and two injured stragglers limping behind it. A second, more ragged volley followed the first, for now they were throwing at will. It was hard to miss with so many targets, and the dull smack of lead on flesh was accompanied by yowls of anger.

Cade had imagined the slingers being a game changer, but already the front runners had reached the halfway mark between the desert and the wall. But there was a surprise waiting for them, and now their screeches of pain began in earnest.

He and Amber had left dozens of sharpened stakes in the wet earth, the tips fire-hardened in his kiln and buried at random. Even as he watched, the closest viper reared back, yanking a sliver of wood from the ground with its impaled hand. Its motions were mimicked up and down the line, but still more passed through the field of spikes unhindered, breaking up the stampede and turning the single wave into a staggered flow of monsters.

Two more salvos followed before the first of them reached the shadows of the walls, a half dozen of the fastest that had escaped their stake-field. There, Cade and Amber had left far larger stakes, packed close enough that they were almost like a second wall. These were not so effective. Most of the vipers just manoeuvred around the loosely spaced wall, while others yanked them out and trampled over them. Still, it bought the defenders precious seconds. Many vipers were limping behind, and the death count was close to a dozen.

The sling-stone attack continued, but the slowing of the creatures came with its own disadvantages – the vipers were now scattered along the canyon, far harder to hit than the roiling crowd they had formed earlier.

And despite the group’s efforts, the first of the creatures had arrived at the wall’s base, crawling through the wet trench with hisses of apparent pleasure. Clearly, their time spent in the heat had not been pleasant for them, buying Cade a few more precious seconds as the monsters slithered around in the trenches like pigs in mud.

But whatever instinct was driving the monsters to attack soon outweighed the pleasures of the trench, and now the first of the monsters dug its claws into the wall, just beneath Cade, squalling encouragement to those around it.

More followed, and the vipers wasted no time in climbing. Cade could do nothing but watch as their claws hooked deep into the crumbling mortar, giving them ample purchase as they scrabbled upwards.

‘Throw, then ready swords,’ Cade bellowed, hurling a final stone at an injured viper below. To his surprise, it struck home, and even over the yowling of the attackers, he heard the beast’s collarbone break with an audible snap.

Letting the rope fall from his fingers, he gripped his sword two-handed and stared at the scattered vipers climbing the length of the walls.

‘Not yet,’ he whispered, looking at the boulders resting on the parapet in front of him.

His strategy of slowing the vipers was working against him, for half the vipers were straggling, picking their way through the minefield of stakes. He needed them massed for his next move. Even so, there were plenty gathered beneath the wall, with more joining every second. It would have to be enough.

The first viper, a scarred creature with snaggled teeth, was directly below. The monster gained a foot each time it leaped and backslid, frantic to get at him. Cade took one more look at it, quelling the nausea that swirled in his stomach. He could smell its animal stench and see its needle teeth glistening. It was time.

‘Rocks,’ he bellowed, tipping a beachball-sized boulder over the rampart.

It tumbled down, dislodging mortar on its way before connecting with the lead viper and knocking it into the crowd. The stone thudded on top of it with a crackle of breaking bones. All along the wall, similar scenes were taking place as the others pushed theirs down. But still the vipers climbed, if anything more frantic in their desire to get at the human flesh above.

Cade had hoped to be methodical with the rocks, but now the entire breadth of the wall was being swarmed by the monstrosities. He pushed down another stone, and another, barely looking as he frantically tipped those that remained over the top.

Only a few were as effective as the first, but these still made their mark. With each falling viper, those behind it cascaded in turn. But some clung doggedly on, enduring the rocks that loosened their teeth and bloodied their taut-skinned faces.

Soon there was no rubble left. By now, most of the vipers had edged their way across the bone fields until almost all who remained were massed beneath them.

Cade forced a grim smile and raised a clenched fist. Along the wall, the others waited for his signal, tugging the lids from their bowls. Cade did the same, waiting to tip it forward. He peered over the edge, and the black globes of eyes fixated hungrily on him. He could hear the gurgle of their breathing now. Still he kept his arm outstretched.

‘Almost,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Almost.’

The first viper’s claw hooked over the wall, and it warbled a long, triumphant howl. Cade dropped his fist and flung the bowl into the empty space.

White powder billowed like smoke. It had seemed a pitiful amount in the bowls, but once it hit the air it turned into a dust plume that drifted wide and settled on the crowds below, if not as far or as thickly as Cade had hoped.

There was little time to see the results, though, for a howling beast was dragging itself over the edge. Cade took his sword and stabbed down, the blade grating as it slipped through its nasal passage and deep into its throat.

Blood sprayed, hot and caustic. He watched the viper fall, taking others with it. But the wall was wide on either side of him, and now others were cresting the top. Cade chopped down, his blade clanging on the rampart as it severed a reaching claw.

The beast jerked away, and Cade spun as another mounted the parapet behind him. He swung in a wide arc, slicing through its shoulder and deep into its chest. It tipped over, and Cade almost lost his blade, managing to yank it free with a grunt.

Beside him, Amber yelled in anger as a body tumbled from the wall, hitting the churned ground beneath with a wet slap. Her sword went with it, trapped in the beast’s skull but Amber was swift to heft her stolen axe and chop down at her next opponent.

The others were holding their own too, though he could barely snatch more than a glance before stabbing down at another viper vaulting the parapet. It was then that he heard the squealing, so loud it hurt his ears. He risked a glimpse over the wall, ignoring a third viper scrambling up on his right.

Beneath, he saw the creatures below pawing at their eyes, their long tongues roaming their dust-encrusted faces. Others were choking and dry heaving, the caustic powder deep in their throats and lungs.

Not all had been incapacitated, though, especially those who were furthest back. Fortunately, many of these specimens were the ones who had lingered, the injured and the cowardly. But still the horde climbed, even as their very bodies sizzled. Blinded and breathless, even the sightless specimens continued by touch and sound alone.

Cade pivoted and stabbed at the newly arrived viper on his right, but the creature skittered out of reach. He heard the scrape of claws behind him, but he dared not turn his back. Sandwiched between two opponents, he could only charge forward, skewering the viper through the chest. He was rewarded with a rake across his forearms for his trouble, a parting gift from the dying creature.

The pain of it almost made him drop the sword, but he gritted his teeth and kicked the corpse from his blade.


He turned, only to see two more vipers dragging themselves up behind the first. Beyond, Amber was in a worse situation, forced back to the precarious edge of the inner rampart as vipers surrounded her.

Already?

Cade’s heart fell, realisation hitting him like a punch to the gut.

The walls had fallen.
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‘Retreat!’ Cade yelled, turning and running for Quintus. ‘Back to the Keep!’

The defenders sprinted for the nearest stairways, and Cade grabbed the legionary by the arm. Four corpses lay beside the boy, and Cade had to pull hard before Quintus allowed himself to be dragged away. He screamed hoarsely at the monsters, still stabbing his gladius as more of them crested the wall.

Hearts pounding, they leaped down the steps two at a time, until they reached the ground below. Behind, the creatures yowled in triumph … and the sky suddenly darkened. Cade collapsed as a weight fell onto his back. Claws raked deep, then Quintus’s blade swung from above, and Eric’s strong hand dragged him over the cobbles. In shock, Cade could only scrabble backwards until Eric hurled him bodily through the open doorway of the Keep.

But not all had made it so easily. Still more vipers leaped from above, collapsing the knees of the retreating defenders. Spex fell beneath a duo of leaping beasts, but Jim dragged him up after two swift chops of his sword, throwing the injured boy’s arm over his shoulder.

Close by, Amber decapitated another that had the meat of Bea’s shoulders in its teeth. She shoved the girl on, and Cade could see the monsters closing on the two retreating pairs, with the others not far ahead of them.

Cade struggled to his feet, shouting, but Eric placed a hand on Cade’s chest. For the briefest of moments, their eyes met, and Cade saw the intent in his friend’s expression. Then he pushed, and Cade sprawled on his back, Eric sprinting back into the courtyard filled with vipers.

Eric charged towards the pursuing monsters, roaring a challenge, and now the flood changed direction, abandoning their pursuit of the injured defenders for the approaching foe. Cade tried to follow, but was blocked as the survivors stumbled through the doorway, saved by the distraction.

He could only watch as the boy was surrounded, vipers swarming him. Eric’s blade rose and fell, ignoring the swiping claws and snapping teeth that latched on to his limbs. Despite his great strength, he collapsed to his knees and disappeared beneath the swarm.

‘Eric!’ Cade screamed, watching as the creatures piled on top of him. Then his view was blocked, the others shoving the heavy projector across the entrance.

The windows had been barricaded with benches, beds and tables, but the doorway had been left clear for their retreat. Now the survivors shored up the makeshift barrier of the projector with benches and tables, until the way was piled high with wood.

It was not a moment too soon. On the other side, the beasts scratched and clawed, but Cade sated his fury by plunging his sword between the gaps in the barricade. He relished the satisfying resistance of flesh with each jab, until the creatures backed away, screeching their hatred. Soon Cade was stabbing at empty air, cursing bitterly in the gloom.

The survivors stood in silence, adjusting to the darkness. The interior was ill-lit, the only source of light four crackling torches ensconced in the walls of the atrium. Only then did Cade see the two boys lying next to each other beside the entrance. And the blood, pooling between them.

Spex and Jim.

He rushed over, ripping at their clothing to staunch the wounds. But already he could see it was too late. There were deep claw-punctures in Jim’s chest. Too deep. Still, he smiled at Cade, even as his eyes began to glaze over.

‘I saved him,’ Jim spluttered, blood staining his teeth.

Spex pulled himself up and turned to the injured boy, desparately trying to stem the flow of blood. Cade didn’t have the heart to tell Spex it was too late. Instead, he knelt beside them, barely cognisant of the others gathered behind him.

‘Yes, you did, Jim,’ Spex said softly. ‘You saved me.’

Jim’s eyelashes fluttered, his breath rattling in his throat. Cade went to take his hand, but before he could, he saw Spex’s bloodied fingers close over Jim’s. Jim stared blindly above, clutching Spex’s hand like a lifeline.

Spex held onto Jim, even after the boy’s arm fell limp. Moments later, Jim passed, a peaceful smile on his face. Cade choked, and closed Jim’s eyes with a trembling hand. Then, almost as if by some unheard signal, the creatures outside began to howl.

Cade wiped away bitter tears, turning his mind to the task at hand. It wasn’t over yet – not by a long shot.


‘Whoever’s not wounded, go check the other barricades,’ Cade said, unable to take his eyes from Jim’s face.

He heard the patter of feet, the others rushing at his order. When he finally pulled himself away, leaving Spex beside the body, he saw only Bea was there, tightening a bandage around her injured shoulder.

‘Is it bad?’ Cade asked, shrugging his arm free of his uniform to bare his wounded back.

Bea kneeled beside him and peered at his wound, then inspected both his wrists where the claws had raked them earlier.

‘Not too deep,’ the girl said, ‘but they got you good. Here, let me wash them.’

Cade gritted his teeth as the girl poured water over his wounds, then again as a swathe of cloth was pressed over them and tied in place around his back and wrists.

‘You’re pretty good at that,’ Cade said.

‘I did a first aid course, back at school,’ Bea said. ‘Never thought I’d have to use it so soon.’

‘Lucky us,’ Cade said.

In dribs and drabs, the others returned, the barricades secure – for now.

To Cade’s surprise, everyone was wounded, just not so badly that they’d felt they needed to stay behind. Spex’s back had been raked pretty badly, and Yoshi had sustained a bite to his thigh – a red ring of uneven punctures that Bea dabbed at with a cloth. Others had lacerations on their wrists and arms. None had escaped entirely unscathed, and Bea had taken on the role of medic, bandaging them, and leaving Cade to stare at the moving shadows through the gaps of their makeshift stockade.

He shrugged the uniform back on and stood, swaying a little. It hurt, but he was still in the fight.

The crash of vipers attacking the window barricades in the barracks sounded, and Trix and Grace rushed to repulse them. Soon the noise of battered wood was replaced with yowls of pain. A little later, the sounds stopped.

For a moment the world was quiet, and Cade could hear only the patter of claws on the cobbles outside.

He took a deep breath, waiting for the next attack. Then the baying of the monsters outside began once more, rising louder and louder. It seemed they were keeping their distance for now.

The survivors looked at each other, but none dared to say a word.

They were trapped.
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They must have killed thirty vipers in all, and injured many more. But as the hisses from outside continued, Cade felt little triumph. There was no telling how long the monsters would remain there, and they were in a far worse position than before. Still, he used the time to recover his faculties and plan their next move.

He drank long and deep, and scarfed down the fruit they had gathered earlier from the mountaintop. They had planned for this retreat, preparing the bandages, water and food earlier. But there was only enough for a few days. If it came to a prolonged siege, they would starve eventually.

It seemed obvious now. But there just hadn’t been time to predict what might happen; the retreat to the Keep had seemed a last resort. How could he have known?

Now he sat in silence with the remaining defenders, hoping the creatures would give up. It was hot inside, made worse by the crackling torches. With the barricades blocking the windows and doors, their only other light source was the moonlight that filtered through the gaps.

They had dragged Jim further into the atrium, and covered him with the sack-cloths from the barracks. It was a poor resting place for the courageous boy, but far better than what was transpiring outside. In the minutes that followed, they could hear the beasts feasting on Eric’s remains, and see their heads jerking over the prone body through the barricade’s cracks.

It was going to be a long night … if they lasted that long. Only Scott, Amber and Quintus were with him. Grace and Yoshi protected the barracks and storeroom barricades respectively, with the twins Bea and Trix on the second floor, and Spex and Gobbler manning the windows up top.

It was the second and third floors where the barricades were weakest, with the wooden bed and table in each room laid across their openings. Despite this, Cade hoped the creatures would have a harder time breaking in while clinging to the sides of the building.

Earlier they had heard the scrabbling of claws along the walls and the screeches of anger as the defenders above stabbed at the vipers trying to get in. Ten minutes later and the beasts had quietened, their vocalisations reduced to a low murmur. It was almost as if they were talking, but Cade thought it was more an expression of emotion than anything else. It certainly sounded angry.

‘You think they’ll leave?’ Scott whispered, breaking the quiet. ‘Maybe they’ll head for the jungle. Let the dinosaurs have ’em.’

‘There’s something drawing them to this place,’ Cade said, shaking his head. ‘And we’re an obvious food source. They won’t give up so easy.’

‘Do we have to kill all of them?’ Amber asked.

He turned to the Codex and looked at it expectantly.

‘Victory conditions are determined by the Strategos,’ it intoned. ‘The Strategos’s judgement is final.’

‘There’s that damn word again,’ Scott muttered.

‘If they run away, we win,’ Cade said, speaking with far more confidence than he felt. ‘So let’s give them such a hard time, they do.’

Amber sighed. ‘I think—’

But Cade didn’t get to hear what Amber thought. There was a crash from above, followed by a garbled shout from Gobbler. More yells followed, and Cade made out a single word.

Help.

Cade ran, his back flaring with pain as he jumped up the stairs. Footsteps smacked behind him, but he didn’t look back. Already he could hear screams.

‘Hold on!’ he yelled, charging past the second floor, where the twins stayed in place, defending the windows from vipers that were suddenly on the attack.

He burst into the main chamber above and took in the scene in one frantic glance.

The monsters had come in through the roof. Shattered tiles lay across the floor, while viper after viper poured in from a jagged hole above. Spex stood on the table beneath, swinging his sword and bleeding from a dozen wounds.

More vipers poured in from the two chambers on either side, the barricades broken. Gobbler’s body lay in one of the doorways, a bloody, ragged parody of its former self. Vipers surrounded him, clogging up the entryway. They looked up at Cade with bloodied faces before turning back to gorge once more.

‘My God,’ Cade breathed.

Vipers circled the table, ignoring Cade. They could smell Spex’s blood, snorting through their thin nostrils. Even as Cade watched, one leaped onto Spex’s back. Yelling, Spex pulled it off and stabbed down, twisting his blade through its skull. Another leaped again, skittering along the table as it slashed his leg.

He fell to one knee, groaning like a wounded bull. The vipers edged closer, sensing victory.

Cade raised his sword, but Spex held up a hand. He gave Cade a grim smile.

‘Go below, Cade,’ he said, staggering to his feet. ‘Win this.’

Cade forced down the hot rage inside him and gave him a single nod.

‘Get some,’ Spex roared, charging.

He barrelled through the vipers and leaped from the table, landing among the creatures massed on Gobbler’s body. He swung his blade like a baseball bat, cleaving left and right.

Vipers fell beneath his sword, distracted by the flesh at their feet. But it was not long before they swarmed. Claws tore his body, and teeth closed around his neck, yet still he fought on, screaming with anger.

Then Cade was dragged away, down the stairs.

‘Trix, Bea, follow us,’ Amber yelled, helping Quintus pull him to the second floor.

‘Let me go!’ Cade shouted.

‘Don’t let him die for nothing,’ Amber hissed, manhandling him to the next set of stairs.

Above, Spex’s cries grew weaker, and Cade could hardly think of what to do. The barracks had a stone ceiling, but it was no more than a thin barrier between the viper-filled chambers on the upper floors. The vipers would break through that eventually, attack from above. It was the same for the storage room.

That left them one option.

‘On me,’ Cade cried, running down the stairs. ‘Everyone on me!’

Spex went silent, and the screeches of triumph above told him they had seconds to spare.

‘Hurry,’ Cade yelled, as Grace and Yoshi sprinted into the atrium. Already the entrance’s barricade was shaking, and a clawed fist erupted through splintering wood. The entire horde would be pouring in any second. Three score or more of murderous, savage creatures.

‘Follow me,’ he snarled, snatching a torch from the wall. He had never felt such rage.

He hastened for the broad staircase at the very end of the chamber, the others following at a run. Howls echoed behind him as he sprinted down the stairs, almost falling in his hurry, but catching himself at the bottom, his heart thundering in his chest, breath coming thick and fast.

Thinking quickly, he lit the torches on either side of the stairway, giving them two pools of light to see in. The panting survivors arranged themselves in a row on either side of him, listening to the sounds above. The top of the stairs was dark, but Cade could hear the vipers there, gathering their courage to charge.

‘We take as many of them as we can,’ Cade said. ‘Don’t take a step back. If they surround us, we’re finished.’

The defenders pressed in, standing a foot apart in a ring around the stairwell.

Just eight of us. Have we really lost so many?


Behind them, Cade could hear the rush of water of the underground river. He turned, looking to the dark, flowing water, the bathing pool and the latrines behind it. Too open. The stairwell was where they would fight.

Cade took a deep breath, and the Codex floated beside him, its implacable, silent gaze fixed on all of them.

‘I hope your goddamned Strategos is watching,’ he growled.

He hurled his torch up the steps, revealing the massed creatures above. Their bodies were covered in burns, many of them milky-eyed from the quicklime, others breathing hoarsely. Some even skittered back from the flames, fearful.

But behind, more creatures pressed in, shoving the front runners down. A larger, scarred specimen leaped forward, stamping at the spluttering torch with its claw. The flame sputtered and died, leaving the viper crouched in the shadows. It threw back its head and caterwauled in triumph.

At that, they came in a howling, screeching wave.

Too fast.

The horde tumbled down the stairs in a frantic scramble, tripping over each other and crashing at the bottom in a tangle of limbs. Cade swung once, twice, barely seeing what he was hitting as he chopped over and over into the massed bodies.

Corpses choked the stairwell as the other defenders closed in, casting red ribbons of blood as the swords rose and fell. The injured vipers clambered back, and were trampled in turn by those behind them. On the vipers came, crawling over their own dead, and Cade screamed his hatred, stabbing, kicking and spitting with wild abandon.

He never saw it coming. One leaped from the stairs above, grappling him to the floor. Its face split open, mouth gaping wide as it went for his head. Cade craned back even as the needle points lunged for him.

Amber’s axehead darted between them, teeth clashing on steel. The stench of carrion made him gag, the viper’s saliva dripping as its fangs scraped across his nose. Then a boot kicked the viper’s head aside, and Amber lifted Cade to his feet. Quintus finished the stunned creature with a stab through the chest.

Dazed, Cade staggered forward and rejoined the battle. Still the monsters came, choking the stairwell in a mass of red-brown bodies. But these were the injured and the blind, those that had been too slow to join the first wave. They were more hesitant, reluctant to get in range of the jabbing, slicing blades.

With fewer coming over the veritable wall of corpses, the defenders finished off the wounded, stabbing down before they could crawl back to their brethren. Cade stared at the creatures above. There were as many as thirty there, but none looked so confident as they had before.

They were on the brink. He could sense it.

‘We take the fight to them,’ Cade called hoarsely. ‘With me. Now!’

They charged, leaping over the bodies, clambering one-handed towards the monsters above. Cade was the first up, and he stabbed his sword like a spear, sending the creatures scrabbling away. He staggered to his feet only to be slammed down to his knees as a viper leaped on to his shoulders. He threw it off, but not before a claw sliced him across forehead. Half-blinded by blood, Cade fought on, cutting the beast from shoulder to sternum and pushing it off his blade with a bellow of anger.

Then Amber and Quintus were beside him, their swinging blades punching through flesh and bone. The vipers scrambled back, and now even those at the top of the stairwell backed away. Cade staggered towards them, and the second torch arced over his head, landing among them.

‘How do you like that?’ Grace yelled.

The monsters hissed with fear, backing away from the light.

‘Come on!’ Cade shouted.

He staggered onwards, slipping in the pooling blood. Scott and Yoshi overtook him, yelling wordlessly. The world was a haze of pain and exhaustion, but Cade forced himself to keep going. Amber lifted him by the collar, keeping him on his feet. Leaning against each other like drunk sailors, they limped up the final steps.

But when they reached the top, there were no vipers to greet them. Only bloodied claw prints on the ground, and the sound of receding screeches outside.

Cade fell to his knees, letting his sword clatter to the floor.

‘Congratulations,’ the Codex said. ‘You have won.’








FIFTY

Cade stared at the ceiling, lying on the makeshift bed. It was the only one that had survived the battle, and now he was sprawled on the musty, straw-filled mattress, waiting for the feeling of relief to come. Only it never did.

It was hours later now, with the early sun blushing the horizon. The room was cast in darkness, and both Gobbler’s and Spex’s blood still stained the floor in the doorway. The dead vipers had been hurled out the window. Their corpses would be burned later.

He grieved for his companions. He had felt guilt before – when he’d accidentally offended someone, or had lied to his parents. This was different. People had died because of him.

Because he’d chosen to believe the Codex. Because he’d convinced them to fight. Convinced them to die for a cause they didn’t even know was real or not. Of the six who had fought alongside him, now only two remained. Four dead, and it was all his fault. Some small comfort was that the girls had escaped unscathed … though that was a loose definition of the word. He was glad of that.

The others were outside, burying their friends. They’d chosen to do it on the mountaintop, but Cade hadn’t had the strength for the climb, blood loss and exhaustion having taken their toll. So they’d left him to rest, and Quintus on the wall, watching in case the retreating vipers returned.

Cade doubted they’d be back. He and the others had won. The Codex had said so.

He stared at the drone now as it hovered silently in the centre of the room. It had saved him plenty of times, yet he hated it. Even if it was just a tool. Was it his tool … or theirs?

‘Codex,’ Cade croaked. ‘Come here.’

The drone zoomed over, hovering just beside his head. He scooted back, sitting up with his back against the wall. For a moment he felt a twinge of guilt for asking it questions while the others weren’t there. They had just as much right to hear this as he did. But he couldn’t wait.

Now that they had won, it would answer his questions. It had said so.

‘I want to know why we’re here,’ he said.

Silence.

The Codex seemed to observe him.

‘Answer prohibited.’

Cade stared at it in disbelief.

‘Are you kidding me?’ he said, stabbing his finger at the bloodied floor. ‘After everything we’ve done?’

The Codex turned away from him, pointing towards the darkness of the corner.

Cade growled under his breath.

‘How dare you?’ he yelled, ignoring the pain in his hoarse throat. ‘You two-faced—’

‘My my,’ came a voice. ‘You do have a temper. Forgive my little joke.’

Cade stared. There was a figure there, standing in the gloom. Even as he watched, he could see the faintest blue glow surrounding it. A projection from the Codex.

‘Show yourself,’ Cade growled.

The figure stepped out from the shadows, and Cade’s eyes widened in disbelief.


A little girl. Complete in a pinafore dress, with chocolate ringlets surrounding cherubic, blushing cheeks. She skipped towards him, and Cade scrambled back in horror. Somewhere behind her innocent blue eyes lay something else.

Something … wrong.

She curtsied primly, her eyes never leaving his face.

‘Don’t worry, Cade,’ she said, smiling sweetly. ‘I wouldn’t hurt you. After all, we’re going to have such fun together.’

She frowned at Cade’s expression, then pouted, sticking out her bottom lip in a parody of sulking.

‘You don’t like it?’ she asked, patting her hair and curtsying. As she did so, her brown tresses changed to Goldilocks blonde.

‘I made her just for you. She’s supposed to put you at ease.’

‘Who are you?’ Cade managed. Whatever this apparition was, it was doing just the opposite. His heart was pounding, mouth so dry he could hardly speak.

The girl sat on the edge of the bed, kicking her heels. She wore dainty little slippers, with buckles on the tops.

‘The first men I brought here called me Abaddon,’ she sighed, almost nostalgically. ‘They called this place Abaddon too. But I’ve had many names.’

Abaddon turned her head and smiled at him. Or he supposed, their head. It helped to remember that it was not a little girl speaking to him at all.

‘But I suppose that’s not what you really mean,’ Abaddon said.

Cade found his voice.

‘You’re damned right it’s not,’ he whispered.

Abaddon clapped the girl’s hands and gave a tinkling laugh. They crawled on to the bed, but the mattress didn’t move beneath the girl’s weight. It gave Cade some courage, knowing the being wasn’t really there.

‘It’s been a while since I could talk in such terms,’ Abaddon giggled. ‘The Roman contenders were getting so boring. Gods this and gods that. Worship is a tedious thing. This is better.’

Cade lifted his chin and met Abaddon’s gaze.

‘Tell me,’ he said.

The girl’s smile widened. Abaddon laid the girl’s hand upon his, and Cade’s hairs stood on end as a static fuzz settled on his skin.

‘We were the first,’ Abaddon said. ‘The first life, seven billion years ago, formed in the primordial soup of the universe. Before your little planet was even dreamed of, my species transcended mortality. Transcended sustenance, transcended need. I am older than your sun. Can you imagine such a thing?’

Cade shook his head even as understanding cascaded over him. It was an ancient, alien thing. He could almost see it, behind those wide eyes. As if those billions of years had chipped away at its soul to leave a withered husk in its place. There was no kindness there.

‘Of course, immortality has its price,’ Abaddon said. ‘Without death, we and others like us might have spread like a virus across the universe. Eaten it away, left it barren. There was only one solution. Will you guess what it was, Cade?’

He had no answer.

‘We made ourselves, and the universe, barren. No children for us, nor rival life to infect or supplant us. A terrible price to pay, foisted on us by our foolish leaders. And then we lived on. Drifting through time.’

‘What then?’ Cade demanded. ‘What does that have to do with any of this?’

The facade of innocence disappeared in an instant.


‘Patience, child,’ Abaddon snapped, the angelic face twisting in a rictus of anger. ‘You asked who I am, and so I answer. Remember your place, or I shall erase your very atoms from existence.’

Cade fell silent, and the girl’s expression switched back to its friendly mask. Cade sensed it then. Abaddon was unhinged.

‘Death is a sweet release. Or at least many of us thought so. We killed ourselves, to end the endlessness. It was an epidemic, culling our species over the millennia. Boredom is a terrible thing. It destroys the mind.’

It was macabre, to hear a child speaking in such a way. Cade felt sick.

‘Five billion years ago, the last of us met. Twenty-one. All that remained of our great species, once numbering in the billions. All that remained of life. Something had to change.’

Now they were getting somewhere. Despite himself, Cade leaned forward.

‘It was decided we would have children. Of a sort. Each of us was given permission to seed a single planet with life. To watch it grow, nurture it. Something to give us purpose. To entertain.’

Abaddon sat back and tossed the girl’s ringlets.

‘Don’t you see?’ they laughed. ‘I made you. The Romans were right, in a way. I am your god.’

Cade’s head spun with the horror of it.

‘But that wasn’t enough. Does a man not bore of watching the ants? And does he not desire the spirit of competition among his peers?’

Abaddon smiled sweetly, and now Cade could see the insanity in the ancient being’s eyes.

‘So we made this world. Took specimens from our respective planets and gave them each a piece of it. The Romans called this world Acies, and named the other members of my species the Pantheon. Quite apt, don’t you think?’

‘And how did the Romans get here?’ Cade demanded. ‘How is Quintus here? Can you control time itself?’

Abaddon giggled.

‘No, silly goose. I have gathered countless specimens from your planet since life first formed upon it. Some of them are brought here immediately, as I did with you and your friends. Others we keep … how might you understand it? On ice?’

Cade didn’t understand. Abaddon gave him a sympathetic smile, and spoke slowly, as if to a child.

‘Those girls you found, I have kept them frozen for decades, only to release them a few days ago. I had expected to watch them get eaten, so it was such fun to see you run into them.’

The girl paused and Abaddon clapped her little hands.

‘Bravo, by the way. A fine trick, convincing them to join you. I’m not sure you would have won otherwise.’

‘So you don’t move people back and forth in time,’ Cade said, trying to understand. ‘You just … store them and wait … until you want to put them in the game?’

‘I forget how clever you humans have become,’ Abaddon said, letting out a soft sigh. ‘Indeed. I like to leave little surprises from my collection in the caldera for my contenders. People. Tools. Artefacts. Whatever I want, be it useful to them or not. Think of this place as my garden, for me to populate and decorate as I wish. It adds an interesting component to the game, don’t you think?’

Cade thought back to the Olmec head and the Mayan city. Interesting … well, that was one word for it.

The animals you encountered in the jungle are just a few of the menagerie I keep at my disposal – the Earth has given me many children to play with over the mega-annums. And of course, more recently, I have had plenty of humans to call upon too.’

Abaddon peered out the window, as if to make the girl watch Quintus standing guard on the wall.

‘Your friend Quintus, he’d been on ice for almost a thousand years before the Romans summoned his legion from where I had stored them. The Romans have been my contenders for the longest of times.’

Abaddon paused, a bemused smile on their face.

‘Of course, they’re almost all dead now. That’s why I brought you to replace them.’

But Cade was still trying to understand the last thing Abaddon had said.

‘Wait, these Romans … summoned Quintus and the Ninth Legion?’ Cade asked. ‘You mean they asked you to … unfreeze them? Why?’

‘For the game, of course. The game. Life is conflict, you see, and this place is a celebration of it. But you’ve made me get ahead of myself. Naughty boy.’

Abaddon made the girl wag a dainty finger at him.

‘It’s a simple game, really. We have a leaderboard, and each planet’s representatives, or contenders as I call them, must fight each other to move their planet up and down it. Fall low enough on the leaderboard and your world is destroyed – we developed weapons capable of doing so before your planet even existed.’

Cade closed his eyes, letting the truth of it sink in. This was madness. Madness.

‘And if we top it?’ Cade breathed.

‘Move to the top, and we might send the contenders back home. Of course, you’re far off from that – you’re almost at the bottom!’

Abaddon giggled.

‘But let’s save the rules of the game for our next little chat.’

Cade felt sick. The horror of the situation was suffocating.

‘And the vipers?’ Cade asked, choking back the nausea. ‘Are they from a rival planet?’

‘Oh, you are a curious one,’ Abaddon said, clapping their hands gleefully. ‘I chose my new contenders well. But then, I know I have. I’ve been watching you for a long time.’

Cade stared at the little girl. How much did Abaddon know about him? About the others?

Abaddon’s expression changed, and then they sighed wistfully.

‘No, the vipers are what’s left of the creatures from my first planet, before they fell too low on the leaderboard and I was forced to wipe the life from it. My first experiment was a failure, but I kept some of the specimens to play with.’

‘You seeded another planet? Before Earth?’ Cade asked.

‘You know it as Mars. Earth is my second attempt.’

Cade could hardly believe what he was hearing. It was like some sick joke.

‘I thought I’d design a qualifying round, just for fun. Test your mettle. You haven’t played the real game yet. My fellow members and I are keen to put my new contenders to the test.’


‘Fun?’ Cade spat. ‘Nothing about this game is fun. My friends died in front of my eyes.’

Abaddon blinked innocently at him.

‘But you do want to go home, don’t you?’

Cade had never felt so angry. Abaddon had chosen their avatar well. To them, Cade was nothing but a spoiled child’s plaything. A toy to be tossed aside when something better came along.

‘You’re a monster,’ he said.

Abaddon laughed. ‘Does a farmer care if his cattle see him so?’

‘We’re not cattle,’ Cade said, pressing his palm against his chest. ‘We’re thinking, feeling beings.’

‘Your intellect is to mine as yours is to a plant,’ Abaddon replied, the sweet smile on the girl’s face belying the cruelty behind it. ‘Conversing with you is like playing chess with an amoeba. You are less than cattle to me. Less than bacteria. Thinking beings? You don’t know what a thinking being is.’

‘So it’s all relative, right?’ Cade asked bitterly.

‘Good,’ Abaddon said, smiling prettily at him. ‘You understand.’

Cade glared at Abaddon, speechless with rage. He had never known such anger. There was nothing he could do about this. Abaddon held all the cards. Could kill him with a click of their fingers. He was at Abaddon’s mercy, and it seemed the alien had none to spare.

The girl jumped off the bed.

‘It’s time,’ Abaddon said in a sing-song voice, pirouetting like a ballerina.

‘Time for what?’ Cade asked.

‘To play, of course,’ Abaddon said.

A timer appeared above the girl’s head, slowly counting down. Then, just like that, Abaddon was no longer there. Cade was alone in the room, staring into the gloom. The Codex floated up to Cade’s face.

‘Rest well, Cade,’ came Abaddon’s voice. ‘The game is just beginning.’
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