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      Max.

      That was the name on the envelope, written in ink so fresh it was still glistening. Zhang Sen held it tightly in his fist, careful not to let the wind catch it, but also careful not to let his grip crush it.

      On the night of his death over forty years from now, Sen would set the envelope alight aboard the Zhang Diamond Express as the train wound its way up into the mountains of Shandong one last time.

      This is what the letter inside said—never opened, never read:

      

      My Dearest Max,

      I keep laying my palms flat on the desk to stop them from trembling. It doesn’t seem to work. But at least now, if you can’t read this letter because of my quivering writing, you’ll know why. Or at least you have an excuse to pretend you never read it at all.

      The truth is I have something I need to tell you. My head and my damn trembling hands think it is a mistake to do so, and if it is, so be it. But another day and my heart will turn to stone if I don’t say something, even if it is only on paper. Even if it is illegible. Even if it comes at a price. And here it is⁠—

      You stumble across the quadrangle and I smile as you juggle your books and pat your pockets, wondering what you’ve forgotten in your rush to get to class.

      You blink and blame your spectacles when you’ve had one too many pints at the pub, and I grin and watch you wipe your lenses with the end of your necktie till you think you’re sober again.

      You fall asleep on the pages of an open book in the library opposite me, and I want to touch my fingers to your temple and feel its pulse. I imagine that’s the calmest it ever gets. When you sleep.

      And I wonder what you dream of.

      Do you dream of me?

      As for my own dreams…

      Did you know the miners have been on strike for eight weeks now? Prime Minister Teddy’s pretending to remain fierce on the matter, yet back home my father doesn’t understand the militant sway of the unions. He fears he may have sent me to the wrong country for my education. He fears I may return to China and tip the balance of power with stupid ideas of freedom and workers’ rights. In his last letter he asked if I had the dreams of a rebel.

      I answered no.

      Yet my heart sighed—yes.

      Yes, I want to tip the scales.

      Yes, I want to shout from the rooftop of Radcliffe stupid ideas of freedom.

      And yes, I want to tell you, Max—I love you.

      How brave do I have to be to do that? How stupid and arrogant and sure of myself do I have to be to tip that scale? How certain must I be to change everyone else’s expectations of me?

      To rewrite their perception of me as a child.

      To alter their own memories.

      To re-draw their wills.

      How reckless do I need to be?

      How selfish?

      Will I lose everything but you?

      Will I lose you too?

      My head says yes.

      My damn trembling hands say yes.

      But my heart—it simply doesn’t know. It never will, until my shaking hands put this letter in yours. Will you tremble too? Will I be…

      Yours forever,

      Sen

      

      Anxiously he glanced up at the clock tower overlooking the university quadrangle. The ornate long hand shifted with a heavy mechanical lurch and another minute disappeared. It was already twelve past nine. Max was late, as usual, for Professor Novak’s Mesoamerican Studies lecture. Any minute now the young student would come sprinting across the quadrangle, tucking in his shirt and dropping books in his haste to reach the lecture hall at the opposite end of the quadrangle’s trimmed green lawn, completely unaware of how perfect he was.

      The mere thought of him made Sen sweat on this cold day.

      His hands were sticky and he knew he was leaving fingerprint marks on the envelope. He imagined Max discovering these in years to come, after keeping the letter safe in a box of cherished memories and smiling to himself. Would they be together then? How wonderful their lives might be. How filled they were with the promise of love.

      Sen smiled to himself.

      Suddenly, like a dart flying through the air at every students’ favorite pub The Nag’s Head, 22-year-old Maximilian Fathom came shooting through an archway, his feet bumbling, his arms juggling falling books as he bolted as fast as he could for the closed door to the lecture hall across the quadrangle.

      Sen saw him. His heart leapt.

      His voice called, loud and determined, knowing this was his chance. “Max!”

      Halfway across the lawn Max skidded to a halt and turned. “Sen? Please, not now. I’m running late.”

      Sen hurried to meet him in the middle of the lawn. “I know, I’m sorry, I just had to⁠—”

      “I’m not joking, Sen,” muttered Max, impatiently looking at his watch then at the clock tower to double check. “Professor Novak is going to crucify me in front of the whole class.”

      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to give you this.”

      Sen held the envelope out to Max, his hand shaking just as he knew it would.

      Max snatched the envelope without even looking at his name so carefully scribed on it. Without the slightest quiver of his hand.

      Instead he shoved it under his arm and blurted breathlessly, “Thanks, I’ll look at it later. I have to go.” And with that Max continued sprinting across the lawn.

      As Sen stood there, frozen, not knowing what to do or say or think, Max turned around and called, “Maybe I’ll catch you at the pub later this afternoon?” He didn’t wait for an answer before continuing on.

      Sen watched him go. Then caught his chilled breath as the envelope slipped from under Max’s arm. It twirled through the brisk wind and fell to the ground. Max didn’t even know he’d let it slip. He didn’t look back. To Sen, he didn’t even care. As Max slipped through the doors into the entry of the lecture hall, Sen walked slowly up to the envelope on the ground and picked it up.

      In that moment, Sen’s heart didn’t simply break. It froze.

      Standing there with the envelope in his hand, he decided to keep the letter for himself and place it in his own box of memories. But not ones to be cherished. From that moment on, he would find colder treasures to cherish— and darker dreams to hatch.
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      Max let the door behind him ease shut so as not to make a sound. He was in the entrance to the lecture hall. From here he could hear Professor Novak’s thick Czech accent filtering through the second doorway that led directly into the hall, but here in the short corridor between doors, nobody knew Max was late. Nobody needed to know.

      If he turned right and headed up the stairs, he could sneak into the back of the lecture hall just as he had done so many times before. If he was lucky the lights might have been dimmed for one of Professor Novak’s less than thrilling slideshows. If he was even luckier he might find a spare seat up near the back of the hall and slip into it undetected. And if he were luckier still, the person next to that empty seat would be Caro Sholtez—handsome, ambitious and clever beyond measure. Without a second’s hesitation Max quickly and quietly made his way up the stairs. He reached the back entrance to the lecture theater and inched the door open.

      He peered into darkness and sighed with relief. Professor Novak was in the middle of a slideshow. He was a tall man in his early fifties wearing a vest and bowtie. He had strong features, classically Eastern European, with a firm jawline and a noble nose. Back in his day there was no doubting how handsome he would have been. Even now he still received the occasional apple left on his desk by a student admirer. Max was not one of them. His eyes were always focused on someone else he admired… a little too much.

      At the back of the auditorium, Max pushed the door open a little wider now, his young slender frame slipping inside the hall unnoticed. Down the many tiers of stairs and seats, Professor Novak stood beside a slide projector. On the screen in front of the projector was a photograph of a large stone-carved head. In his Czech accent, the Professor addressed his students.

      “Some would argue that the Olmecs’ greatest claim to fame was the collection of giant head carvings they left behind. Ladies and gentlemen, the sculptures you see in these slides measure up to twelve feet tall, weigh up to fifty tons each, and were discovered in the jungle all the way from San Lorenzo to Tres Zapotes. All were carved from single blocks of volcanic basalt from the Tuxtlas Mountains, and no two heads are the same. No other Mesoamerican civilization—either before the Olmecs, or after them—created monuments such as these. They’re magnificent. Astonishing. Timeless. But if a single one of you so much as dares mention this as the Olmecs’ legacy to mankind in your final semester exams, your mark won’t just be a fail, it’ll be zero, so that you never forget that the Olmecs’ true accomplishment—the one thing that makes them unique above all other ancient societies—was the creation of the concept of zero. The Long Count Calendar that everyone attributes to the Maya may well be an invention of the Olmecs. This is a civilization that pre-dates the Mayan world, as well as pre-dates Mayan technology.”

      As Novak spoke, Max stepped cautiously through the darkness of the theater to the top step.

      “Here we have a people who identified the importance of zero. Who realized that the concept of nothingness had infinite meaning and impact.”

      Max’s eyes adjusted to the dark as he spied Caro sitting in a chair by the isle, listening intently. For a second Max thought Caro glanced back at him, smiled at him. But Max couldn’t be sure. He saw an empty seat beside Caro and made his way toward it.

      From beside the slide projector, Novak switched slides from the stone Olmec Heads to the carvings of the Mayan Calendar. “The question is, if the Olmecs were capable of realizing that zero, the concept of absolute nothingness, had infinite meaning and purpose and impact… what else were they capable of realizing?”

      Max stepped toward Caro. He moved as confidently and as quietly as he could to take the seat beside him. That’s when Caro’s foot nudged out through the dark— straight in front of Max’s feet.

      Max tripped on Caro’s protruding foot on the stair. The books in Max’s arm fell and avalanched down the steps of the theater. Max himself teetered, trying to hold his balance before giving in to momentum and gravity—and Caro’s warped sense of humor.

      He fell forward, hit his chin, toppled sideways, flipped like a pancake, then hit his chin again. Bang-grunt-bang! All he could hear in front of him was Professor Novak shouting from the front of the lecture hall, “What’s going on! Lights! Lights!” while several stairs behind him, all Max could hear was Caro laughing.

      The lights in the hall flicked on like a blast of sunlight. Professor Novak glared up into the auditorium, plucking the spectacles off his face in outrage. Max’s chin skidded to a halt several steps down from where Caro had tripped him. His arms and legs were splayed. Several of his books had almost bounced their way all the way down to the auditorium stage.

      “Mr. Fathom! Is this how you make an entrance? If you’re going to be late, be discreet, for God’s sake!”

      Max was already trying to pick himself and his pride up off the steps. “Sir, I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “Don’t give me excuses or apologies! Just take a seat… now.”

      “Sir, yes sir, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “I said shut up and sit!”

      “Yes sir!” Max scooped up his books as fast as he could, helped by a young British Indian student named Fardeen Chandra whom he had met a few times in the library.

      Fardeen smiled as he handed Max a couple of books. “Are you okay?”

      “Thanks. I’m fine. Just a little humiliated.” Max balanced the precarious stack of books in his arms as he scampered back up the steps and sank into the seat next to the handsome, smirking Caro.

      “Best watch where you’re going next time, old chap,” Caro chuckled quietly.

      Red-faced, Max said nothing. He flipped open his notebook and tried his best to avoid the cold glare of Novak.

      “Right then,” said the Professor turning back to his slides. “As I was saying…”
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      At the end of lecture, the hall filled with the ruckus of books slamming shut and footsteps thundering to the next class. Max turned to Caro. “I best go apologize, don’t you think?”

      Caro laughed. “Are you joking? You’ve already made a total arse of yourself, no need for seconds. I’d stay well clear if I were⁠—”

      But Max had already packed his things and was scurrying down the steps toward the lectern. He almost tripped over himself again as he brushed past Hester Primrose.

      “Hands off, pervert!”

      He almost knocked Penelope Brewster’s books out of her arms.

      “Do you mind!”

      He stumbled into those four notorious nerds Ignatius Swinborne, Nicholas Ayres, Reynold Rafferty and the strange young Norwegian, Lars Valhalla, only to receive an impatient shoulder shove back from Ignatius⁠—

      “Watch it, Fathom!”

      —before almost crashing straight into Professor Novak’s lectern.

      “Sir, I’m⁠—”

      “If you try to apologize one more time, Mr. Fathom, I’ll fail you right now on the spot.”

      Max lowered his head like a scolded pup and began to retreat, leaving the Professor to pack his old leather briefcase with books and notes.

      “Listen, Fathom,” said Novak as he clipped his briefcase shut. “You’re a bright boy. But unless you open your eyes to the world—to your talent—then you’ll be falling down steps all your life. You could do great things with yourself, Max. Why are you wasting precious time?”

      “But sir, I study as hard as I can, I swear it.”

      Professor Novak looked from Max up the steps of the lecture hall. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      Max glanced over his shoulder, following the Professor’s gaze. He saw Caro standing at the top of the stairs, waiting for him. He turned back to find the Professor had already turned away from the lectern and was leaving the lecture hall.

      “Sir, I will do great things. I know I will. You’ll see.”

      “Time will tell, Mr. Fathom,” said Professor Novak. “Time will tell.”

      A hand slapped Max on the shoulder. He spun about, startled, to find that Caro was no longer at the top of the stairs but standing right behind him. “I told you not to bother. Come on, let’s ditch anthropology today. I know something that’ll make you feel better.”

      “What’s that?”

      Caro’s eyes shone with mischief. “Me.”
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      Max’s heart hammered on the inside of his chest as Caro unfastened the buttons on Max’s shirt… one at a time. They had returned to Max’s room at the dormitory. Max’s roommate had left for a three-week trip to Italy the day before, and the pair knew they were guaranteed some privacy. As the buttons came undone one by one, Caro’s fingers brushed lightly against the skin of Max’s chest and stomach as the shirt slowly opened.

      “You’re trembling.”

      “I’m… I…” Max couldn’t put his words together.

      Caro simply smiled and reached for Max’s belt. He untucked the bottom of the shirt from Max’s trousers and lifted the shirt off Max’s shoulders. Max’s torso was trim and pale, his nipples hard and his breath unsteady.

      “Relax,” Caro said with a self-assurance that made Max even more nervous.

      Max nodded his head, although it came across as more of a shudder.

      Caro found it amusing. “You’ve never done this before, have you.” It was an observation, not a question.

      Max responded anyway, this time with a quick shake of his head.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be gentle,” Caro promised.

      He unbuttoned his own shirt. He unbuckled both their belts and unzipped their trousers. He squeezed Max’s aching dick inside his briefs and ushered a gentle, adoring moan out of the young man. The grin had not left Caro’s face the entire time, it simply spread wider with varying degrees of confidence and control.

      As Caro slid Max’s briefs down his legs, he knelt into the position Max prayed he would. Max took a deep, quavering breath as Caro wrapped his lips around the head of Max’s yearning, erect cock. He was terrified that his nervous, tremulous body might turn Caro away. But Caro’s intentions were made more than clear as he took Max’s entire dick into his mouth and began sucking, softly at first, but building with intensity with every bob and thrust of his head.

      It didn’t take long before Max groaned and announced mere seconds before it happened, “I’m coming! I’m⁠—”

      As ripples of pleasure and fear and relief sent shivers through his body, Max released a flood of cum into Caro’s mouth, groaning loudly as he did so. Caro drank down every last drop that shot from Max’s cock. Max thought his legs would buckle as Caro released his cock and licked the stray beads of cum from his lips. But before Max’s legs grew too weak, Caro wrapped his arms around him and guided him to the bed.

      “Now it’s my turn,” he said, laying on his back on the bed and easing Max over him so that Max’s legs straddled Caro’s body.

      Caro’s cock was large and hard and pointed up toward Max’s untouched ass.

      “This may hurt. But anything worth experiencing always does.”

      Max did hurt. The pain seemed to shoot through his entire body, but soon it was followed by a flood of sheer ecstasy, a joy that took hold of each and every nerve and muscle. When the heat of Caro’s seed spilled inside him, sending searing volts of energy and a swirl of rapture through him, Max knew that he and Caro would be in each other’s worlds for as long as time would permit.

      The two young men heaved with pleasure before Max laid beside Caro on his bed, laying his head on his chest with a blissful smile on his face. Max closed his eyes, his body spent.

      As he began to drift off to sleep he whispered, “I think I love you, Caro.”

      Caro waited until Max began to snore softly, then in a barely audible voice replied, “Don’t be silly. We’re both far too young for that nonsense.”
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      It was dark outside when Max awoke. Something had woken him. He looked around the room. There was no sign of Caro, but the scarf hanging over the door handle was swinging to and fro, indicating that the door had just closed.

      Caro had only just left.

      Max felt an ache in his chest. It was a physical pain, although he knew nothing was wrong… apart from the fact his hopes had just been crushed. Hopes that after their first time together, he would wake up in Caro’s arms; hopes that this was more than just a casual fling; hopes that he wouldn’t open his eyes to find himself all alone as he had every day of his life.

      Max lay there for a moment, one hand over his heart as though trying to warm it, protect it. But he didn’t lay there long. For as much as his heart hurt, it also wanted to know a reason—Why did Caro leave him? Why couldn’t he hold him till morning, or at least wake him before he left? Was it shame? Was it someone else? Was it perhaps the fact that Caro didn’t really care at all? Or was it something else entirely?

      Max jumped out of bed and stepped over to the window. He saw Caro hurrying across the courtyard, his coat buttoned, his collar turned up to keep out the wind. He walked with determination and a clear direction. He checked his watch and quickened his step.

      Max dressed as fast as he could, snatching the scarf off the back of the door as he pulled it shut behind him.

      His breath puffed in plumes of steam as he sprinted in the direction that Caro had gone. He weaved his way in and out of familiar corners of the university grounds until he caught sight of Caro leaving the campus and heading for the center of town. Max followed, keeping a safe distance and ducking into the shadows or behind trees every time Caro turned around, as though he was checking to make sure nobody was trailing him.

      Caro arrived at Oxford train station just as a train was pulling in. Max managed to jump from the platform onto the steps of the last carriage just as the train was pulling out.

      He made his way through the train with his head down, scanning the passengers until he spotted the back of Caro’s head at the front of one of the carriages. He bought a ticket from the passing conductor and took a seat to watch Caro, making sure he didn’t leave his seat until the train’s final destination—London.

      By the time the train pulled into Paddington station it was well after ten o’clock at night. Caro caught a red double-decker bus to Westminster and sat upstairs. Max caught the same bus and sat downstairs, out of Caro’s sight but able to watch for his departure.

      At Westminster, Caro briskly descended the spiral stairs that led from the upper level and stepped off the rear exit of the bus. Max jumped off at the last minute, just as the bus was pulling away from the curb. He thought Caro might have heard his shoes hit the pavement. For a second Caro stopped and turned around. Max melted into the shadows of a doorway. Caro saw nothing unusual and kept moving.

      Max followed at a more discreet distance. He watched as Caro turned right under the towering gaze of Big Ben. He trailed him as he turned left down a cobblestone alley. He hurried from one darkened doorway to another as Caro finally reached a pub called The Twelfth Hour with a depiction of Big Ben on the sign above the door, swinging gently in the cold night wind.

      Caro looked behind him one last time.

      Max pressed himself into the shadows of a closed tailor shop’s doorway.

      Caro vanished inside the pub. Max hurried toward The Twelfth Hour and pulled open the door. A wave of rowdy laughter, cigarette smoke and jukebox music hit him immediately. As soon as Max stepped into the pub, he spotted a hat and coat stand. He plucked a stranger’s hat off the stand, a black trilby that he put on his head, pulling the brim down over his eyes as low as it would go. It was the best disguise he could manage, hoping the fog of smoke would help veil him.

      He walked through the noisy crowd as inconspicuously as possible until he saw Caro seated in a booth against a far wall by himself. For a moment Max was tempted to seize his opportunity, to slide into the seat opposite Caro in that booth and ask him why he had left, what was he feeling, was there any hope at all for the two of them. But then he saw Caro tilt his head back, obviously eavesdropping on the conversation in the booth behind him. Max looked at the booth behind Caro and to his surprise saw the faces of five people he knew: Professor Novak and the four notorious nerds, Ignatius Swinborne, Nicholas Ayres, Reynold Rafferty and Lars Valhalla. They were huddled over the table in the middle of the booth. On it were five pints of ale, as well as four other items, each wrapped in frayed cloth. There was also a tattered, leather-bound book on the table with a thick elastic band around it, as though it were so old it needed to be held together. Professor Novak pulled the elastic band off the book, carefully opened the cover and delicately turned several pages.

      Max saw a flirting couple leave the booth on the other side of Professor Novak and the four nerds. He skirted the outer edges of the room, hiding behind the other patrons and keeping the hat low, concealing his eyes. He slid into the booth, his back to the others, just as Caro had done in the booth on the other side of Professor Novak’s. Max tilted his head back to listen as best he could. He strained to hear Professor Novak’s low, whispering voice over the raucous sounds of the pub crowd. The Professor’s thick Czech accent was hard to follow at the best of times. In this place, Max could only pick up the occasional phrase here and there, snippets of a conversation that sounded more serious than anything the professor had taught in class.

      “From the maps I’ve been able to… somewhere within the Tuxtla Mountains… must not be… only hope of keeping the world safe… hiding the four pieces of the⁠—”

      Suddenly Professor Novak stopped whispering and uttered aloud, “Caro? What are you doing here?”

      Max shot a glance over his shoulder to see that Caro had moved from his booth and was now standing over the table where the Professor and his four young cohorts sat.

      “Evening gentlemen,” Caro said. “Sounds like a rather interesting conversation you’re having.”

      “More to the point, it’s a rather private conversation,” Professor Novak responded curtly.

      “Oh, come now, Professor. I’m sure there’s room for one more in your little study group. After all, I think I know more about the Temple of Time than these four put together.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Professor Novak said defensively.

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” Caro asked with a laugh. “I’ve been studying the Temple of Time since I was a boy. What began as childhood intrigue has become my life’s obsession. I’ve pored over maps, transcripts, books you probably don’t even know exist.”

      “Caro, this topic in not open for discussion. Now if you’ll excuse us, we must be leaving.”

      Max looked to see the four students each grab one of the items concealed in cloth. Professor Novak grabbed the book and shoved it into inside pocket of his jacket. He stood, but Caro blocked his way.

      “Give me the book,” Caro ordered, then turned to the others and demanded, “And I’ll take the four pieces of the clock too if you don’t mind.”

      “Or what?”

      Caro pulled a switchblade knife, flicked the blade open and pressed it against the Professor’s stomach. “Or your life’s work ends here tonight.”

      The Professor didn’t flinch at the touch of the blade resting against his gut. “Caro Sholtez, you’re dabbling with powers you can’t possibly comprehend.”

      “I know. And I’m tired of not comprehending them. I want to see them for myself. I want to see what it does. If the legend really is true, that is. There’s only one way to find out. Now give me that book.”

      Suddenly Max stood from his booth and faced them all.

      “Caro? Professor? What’s going on?”

      “Max?” the Professor asked. “What the hell are⁠—”

      But before he could finish his sentence, Lars stole his chance to grab the nearest pint glass on the table and splash the ale directly into Caro’s eyes. Caro dropped the knife and stumbled backward, wincing and squinting and wiping frantically at his stinging eyes.

      The Professor turned to his four students. “Run! Hide the pieces of the clock where nobody will ever find them! Guard them with your lives!”

      The four nerds quickly slipped the cloth-covered items into their pockets and pushed their way across the floor of the crowded pub. Caro tried to grab Reynold’s jacket. Professor Novak stopped him with a punch to the jaw, a blow that sent Caro reeling backwards into a group of drunken patrons.

      “Hey!” one of the patrons shouted at Caro. “You wanna fight?”

      He threw a swing at Caro but missed. Caro’s fist however was on target, connecting with the drunken man’s nose in a splash of blood. The man’s friends lunged at Caro and he started fighting them off.

      Max moved to help him, but Professor Novak grabbed Max by the shoulder. “Fathom, get out of here. Go home. Forget everything you heard. Forget that you were ever here.”

      “But Caro needs my help.”

      The Professor tightened his grip on Max. “I’ve never trusted that boy. You shouldn’t either. If he knows as much as he says he does about the Temple of Time, then he can never get his hands on this book or the pieces of the clock. They’re better off lost forever than in the possession of someone like Caro Sholtez.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      At that moment, the Professor looked over Max’s shoulder to see Caro shoving the last of the drunkards off him and setting his sights on the Professor as more angry patrons began to charge toward him. Novak released Max’s shoulder and turned to run. From behind, Caro barreled straight into Max.

      “Get out of the way!” Caro shouted at him.

      “Caro wait! What the bloody hell’s going on?”

      Someone swung a punch at Caro. He ducked and struck the man in the chin.

      “It’s none of your business so why don’t you fuck off! You’re a waste of my time, Fathom. You always have been!”

      As if Caro’s comment didn’t hit him hard enough, a physical blow came from the left and struck Max square in the side of the face. He stumbled to his right before being caught by the lapels by another patron who shouted in his face, “That’s my hat you’re wearin’! Are you trying to steal my bloody hat?”

      Max looked around, his vision a blur for a moment, trying to find Caro. But in the chaos of the bar brawl that was growing by the second, there was no sign of Caro to be seen. Max took the hat off his head, gave it to the angry gentleman and said, “My mistake,” before staggering for the door, dodging more punches and drunken misaimed swings until he managed to push his way through the exit. He looked right and saw Ignatius, Reynold, Nicholas and Lars turn out of the cobblestone alley and vanish. He looked left and saw Caro sprinting as fast as he could after Professor Novak, the glowing face of Big Ben towering far above them in the background. It was almost midnight. Max poured on the speed, ignoring the Professor’s advice to stay out of things as he chased after Caro.

      Up ahead Max watched Novak turn left at the end of the alley, followed closely by Caro. With his shoes clattering against the cobblestone, Max almost slipped as he rounded the turn as fast as he could. Ahead he saw Novak racing towards Bridge Street, headed for Parliament Square. The headlights of passing vehicles lit up the street. Max could see Novak make a break for Bridge Street.

      The Professor wasn’t slowing down as he neared the road, and as Novak glanced over his shoulder to see Caro still in pursuit, he bolted headlong on to the busy street— directly in front of an oncoming double-decker bus. The horn blared. The bus braked. But it was too late.

      With a loud thud, the bus knocked Professor Novak to the ground.

      Caro pulled to a halt and froze.

      Max stared in wide-eyed horror, rushing as fast as he could to the scene of the accident.

      He slowed as he reached Caro and panted in panic, “What have you done?”

      Caro said nothing, he did not move a muscle.

      Max left him standing there and raced onto the street, kneeling beside Novak. “Professor! Professor, can you hear me?”

      Novak was bleeding profusely from a head wound. He groaned and his eyes opened a fraction.

      Behind Max, the stunned driver stepped out of the bus. “He came from nowhere! He didn’t even look! What the bloody hell was he thinking?”

      Max ignored the driver. He could feel tears of fear roll down his cheeks.

      Novak’s eyes focused on Max’s. A smile spread across his face. “I knew you would find me, Max,” he breathed, struggling to speak. “Someone told me a long, long time ago that you and I would find each other.”

      “Professor, stay calm. We’ll get you help.”

      But Novak shook his head and reached into his jacket. Feebly, he dragged the book from his inside pocket. “The book. Take it, Max. Take it and run. Don’t let Caro ever get his hands on it. Run, Max. Run!”

      With that, Professor Novak sighed his last breath as his eyelids slid shut forever.

      Max stared at him, overwhelmed with confusion and shock. He didn’t know what to do. Bus passengers and passers-by were beginning to gather. Max shot a look through the crowd at Caro, who was staring straight back at Max. His eyes were cold. His face stony. And then Max saw it—Caro’s gaze left Max’s eyes and he glanced down at the book in Novak’s dead fingers. Before Max knew what he was doing, he seized the book, jumped to his feet—and ran in the opposite direction of Caro.

      From behind him the bus driver called out, “Hey, he just stole something!” But Max didn’t stop. He didn’t look back. He continued across Bridge Street, running as fast as he could in the beams of headlights, bringing traffic to a halt as horns sounded and cars swerved to miss him.

      Only when he reached Parliament Square did he turn for a second to see Caro darting across the street after him. Max kept running, heading straight for the shadowy alcoves of the Palace of Westminster, desperate for a place to hide or a path that might throw Caro off his trail. He raced along the side of the building, past doorways and dark recesses, until suddenly someone grabbed him and pulled him into the shadows.

      Max wanted to scream for help before a voice with a Norwegian accent whispered, “Max, it’s me. Lars.”

      “The Professor’s dead,” Max blurted in a distraught tone.

      Lars covered Max’s mouth with his hand. “I know. I saw. But we’ll all be dead if you don’t give me that book.”

      Max resisted. “What’s going on? Tell me what’s happening.”

      Lars shook his head. “You’re safer not knowing. Just give me the book. Then run. Run as fast as you can.”

      Max realized what Lars was suggesting. “You’re going to use me as bait?”

      “Caro will think you still have the book. It’s the only way to keep the secret safe.” Lars glanced across Parliament Square to see Caro approaching. “There’s no time to argue. The book, Max. Give me the book, please.”

      Trusting his gut, Max shoved the book into Lars’ hands. Instantly, Lars turned and vanished into the darkness. Max turned in the opposite direction, trying one door handle after another until one turned, unlocked. Max pushed his way through the door and into what looked like the corridor of an emergency exit, illuminated with bare bulbs and lined with pipes and plumbing.

      The door behind him slammed shut. Max knew Caro would have heard the sound of it closing. Max hurried along the corridor, turned into a stairwell, then pushed his way through another door with a sign that read: Elizabeth Tower Access. Immediately he found himself at the foot of a staircase that wound all the way up the tower better known as⁠—

      “Big Ben,” Max breathed. “I’m inside the tower of Big Ben.”

      Knowing there was a good chance Caro was in pursuit, Max had no choice but to climb. He took the steps three at a time, bounding his way upward, using the handrail to pull himself along as fast as he could. He was halfway up when he heard the door far below open and close. Max stopped climbing the stairs. He pulled away from the railing, backed himself up against the wall and froze.

      “Max?” echoed Caro’s voice up the tower. “I know you’re in here. Why don’t you come down and give me the book?”

      Max did not respond.

      Caro’s voice called up to him again. “What are you going to do when you get to the top, Max? You wouldn’t want to fall from way up there, would you?”

      Max still did not speak. Caro remained silent, waiting for a response.

      Seconds passed.

      Max heard the door below open and close once more. He breathed a sigh of relief, realizing Caro had gone to look for him elsewhere.

      Slowly, silently, Max stepped toward the handrail and peered over the edge, looking all the way down to the bottom of the stairwell… looking for any sign of Caro. For a moment he saw nothing.

      Then suddenly— with a grin on his face, Caro appeared down below, looking up and spotting Max instantly. “A-ha! Tricked you!” With that, Caro started storming up the steps.

      In a heart-pounding panic, Max kept climbing, faster than before. His legs were burning and his feet began to slip on the stairs. Caro was stronger, more athletic than Max. He knew Caro would be gaining on him with every leap he took up the stairwell. Soon Max could see the top of the tower coming into view. He reached the last of the steps.

      He raced through an open doorway, into a short steel staircase, and emerged on the upper deck of the tower. Enormous steel beams crisscrossed the space. To his left was a door labeled Mechanism Room, while above him hung the colossal bell of Big Ben, its mighty hammers resting against its curved side, while surrounding it hung the chime bells.

      Max heard the pounding footsteps of Caro’s feet as he reached the top of the steps. Quickly Max opened the door to the Mechanism Room. He was met with the buzz, whir and tick of dozens of cogs and gears of all sizes spinning in the center of the room. Some were the size of a dinner plate, others the size of a cart wheel. They turned and spun at different speeds, each cog connected to the next, keeping time in perfect balance. But not for long. Almost as soon as Max had closed the door behind him, Caro came bursting into the Mechanism Room.

      “Looking for a place to hide?”

      Max immediately began backing away. “Caro, I don’t know what’s going on here, but you’re frightening me.”

      “You should be frightened. You’ve blundered into the middle of something much bigger than you’ll ever understand, Max.” He began to step menacingly towards Max, who took a step back for every step Caro took forward. “Didn’t your mother tell you not to stick your nose into other people’s business? Oh, that’s right, you don’t have a mother. She died. Perhaps it’s one of those lessons you’re going to have to learn the hard way. Now give me the book, Max.”

      Max shook his head. “I don’t have it.”

      He began to back his away around the cogs filling the center of the room, eyeing the door.

      “I saw you take it from Novak’s cold, dead hand,” Caro said. “I know you have it. Now hand it over.”

      Max tried to make a break for the door, but Caro was quick and cut off his escape. He seized Max by both arms. “I’m not playing games here, Max.”

      “Neither am I. I don’t have it.”

      Max tried to pull out of Caro’s grip as the young man he had made love to only hours earlier tried to reach inside his jacket in search of the book. Max pushed him away, then stumbled precariously close to the whirring cogs.

      Too close.

      The end of Max’s scarf got caught in the mechanism. Two cogs chewed up the end of the scarf and instantly pulled Max’s head down toward the grinding wheels. Max pulled back hard, the scarf knotting tightly around his neck. It began to strangle him.

      “Caro, help me,” he choked.

      But Caro was too busy pulling Max’s jacket off his back, peeling it down his arms and searching through the pockets. “Where is it!” he shouted.

      Max desperately tried to untie his scarf, pulling at the knot around his neck as the cogs pulled his face closer and closer to the churning gears. With only inches to spare, his fingers managed to slip the knot loose. The gears tried to devour his scarf, but it became caught in the sequence of cogs, jamming them. The mechanism groaned and smoke began to billow from it. Max staggered backward, gasping for air— and walked straight into Caro’s bunched fist. As the blow slammed into Max’s face, Max tried to stumble toward the door as smoke filled the room.

      “Where’s the book! Who has the book!” Caro screamed with rage.

      Suddenly a loud series of cracks like gunshots filled the room as the teeth of several cogs broke off and shot through the air. One grazed Caro’s cheek like a bullet, distracting him momentarily. Max made a bolt for the door. He grabbed the handle, yanked the door open and ran. Caro was only steps behind him.

      As Max bolted down the steel steps toward the stairwell, he stole a glance back to the bell, its hammer now pulling away from the side of the bell, ready to sound midnight. The chime bells began to ring, although their tune seemed chaotic and crazed as smoke poured from the Mechanism Room.

      The hammer teetered over Big Ben, ready to fall.

      Max began to descend the stairwell, fleeing from Caro who was now right behind him. But Caro caught him by the collar of his shirt. He yanked hard and Max hit the handrail. He lost his balance. Then with one hard shove, Caro pushed Max over the railing. Max felt himself falling and grabbed the only thing he could— Caro’s hand. Dangling over the handrail, gripping as tightly as he could to Caro, Max looked down and saw the drop below him plunging all the way to the bottom of the tower.

      He looked up into Caro’s eyes. “Pull me up! Caro, please!”

      But Caro simply smiled the coldest, most sinister smile Max had ever seen.

      The cacophony of the chime bells continued to ring through the tower.

      Max pleaded. “Caro, I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

      Caro laughed, then sneered. “Don’t waste my time. It’s far too precious.”

      In the Mechanism Room, the cogs ripped the scarf to shreds. The gears spun faster than ever. And the hammer fell against the side of Big Ben.

      The deafening toll of the giant bell sent a tremor down the clock tower⁠—

      —as Caro let go of Max’s hand.
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      The fall should have killed him, but it didn’t.

      Max Fathom tried to clutch every railing his fingers could snatch on the way down as he tumbled through the air, plummeting down the length of the tower, his fingers grabbing and slipping, grabbing and slipping, until finally he hit the stone, cold floor at the bottom of the tower.

      He spent the next six weeks in an induced coma. He spent another month in hospital recovering, his head and eyes wrapped in bandages.

      He had been questioned by police countless times over the break-in at Big Ben and the death of Professor Novak, but no sense could be made of the incidents of that night. There was no longer any trace of the other students involved. Ignatius Swinborne, Nicholas Ayres, Reynold Rafferty, Lars Valhalla and Caro Sholtez had all simply vanished without a trace.

      When Max’s bandages were finally removed, his doctor asked him, “How do you feel?”

      “I feel fine,” he answered. “But when can you take the bandages off my eyes?”

      There was a pause before his doctor answered, “We have.”

      Max shook his head. “But I can’t see. I can’t see anything.”
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      Eden was falling and Jake could do nothing about it. It all happened in slow motion, Jake watching helplessly from the shattered window as Eden plunged into darkness, the glitter of glass shards falling with him.

      There was nothing to save him now, his arms reaching up for Jake, his eyes pleading.

      And all Jake could do was watch helplessly and scream⁠—

      “No!!!!!”

      Jake sat bolt upright in bed, drenched in sweat, gasping and panting one word over and over. “Eden! Eden! Eden!”

      He leapt out of bed, spurred on by the thought that his nightmare was a sign that something terrible had just happened to Eden. What if there was an internal injury that Doctor Dante hadn’t detected? What if they hadn’t stopped all the hemorrhaging? What if those unbearable, stabbing bouts of pain might soon prove fatal? What if the dream was trying to tell Jake that Eden had just died in his sleep, after all they had been through together, after all the feelings Jake was finally beginning to realize about Eden.

      Unable to climb the stairs of the plantation manor, Eden had been relocated to a downstairs room in the house.

      Jake’s bedroom was upstairs.

      Pulling on a pair of white boxer shorts, Jake now sprinted along the upstairs hall and bounded down the large staircase of the plantation house, regretting that he hadn’t set up a fold-out bed for himself in Eden’s new room, or hell, even slept on the floor, just so he could be close to him in case of an emergency.

      As his bare footsteps thumped against the floorboards, lights flicked on through the house.

      The light in Elsa’s room upstairs clicked on, as did the one in Sam’s room.

      The light in Shane’s room flicked on. Although Shane was away at his mother’s ranch in Texas, his boyfriend—British reporter Daniel West—came stumbling out of the room at the sound of Jake’s thundering footsteps. “What’s going on?” Daniel uttered, still half asleep and wearing nothing but his briefs. When he didn’t get an answer he hurried after Jake, concerned.
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