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ONE

There was blood in the water. Cade heaved on his fishing line, dismayed at the wriggling mass that churned beneath the surface. His catch, a flat silver-bellied fish, emerged half-eaten, flopping glassy-eyed to the shoreline of the river. It had been this way with every cast, the shoals of small fish descending on any other that showed distress, stripping flesh as it twisted on his line. Twice before, he had pulled in little more than a skeleton, though even the scraps that hung off the bone were worth keeping.

Still, the silver fish was prize enough for the hungry boy, and there was no time for another cast. Beside him, Quintus pointed at the sky, warning of the setting sun. Together, they pushed their ragged haul into their wicker basket and stole away into the undergrowth, keeping to the shadows.

It was a curse that the fish only began to rise at dusk, when the insects descended. The insects whined about their heads, but Cade did not slap at them. By now, he could tell by their sound which would simply sup on the salty sweat on his skin, and which would sting him for the blood beneath. This time, there were few of the latter.

The boys caught sight of the waterfall not far along the river. It was always a risk, leaving the clearing beyond the Keep. But their fruit-heavy diet was taking its toll. Cade’s stomach churned at the sight of figs, and their attempts to trap the rodents that frequented the orchards on top of the mountain had not met with any success.

These same rodents were the reason for their unvaried meals, having eaten up most of the ground vegetables the Romans had left behind. What was left they had set aside, fenced off and replanted for next season, painful as that had been. It amazed Cade how much food eight people could consume in such a short time, and now it was fruit, fruit and more fruit.

Quintus caught his attention, and spoke, giving him a thumbs up at the same time.

‘Good trip.’

Cade smiled and nodded, still amazed at the boy’s progress. Quintus’s English had come along in leaps and bounds, and Cade had become used to his unique diction. Cade’s Latin was returning too, swimming back from the recesses of his memory. In fact, all the contenders were practising it, with Amber and the other girls already having studied it at school.

They’d had little to do in the three months since the battle. Three months of staring at the timer, waiting for the Codex to speak. No questions, cajoling or even threats had succeeded in breaking its silence. It was the great weight that hung above them. That and the timer, ticking down inexorably.

Relieved to be home, the pair hurried down the black tunnel that led them back to the Keep. The fish stew they would have that night was one of the few things Cade had to look forward to. Yoshi had turned out to be an excellent cook, limited though he was by their paltry stock of ingredients.

‘Any luck?’ Amber called as they ducked out of the tunnel.

‘Some,’ Cade said begrudgingly.

Amber sat alone, cross-legged upon the cobbles. The girl was prodding at their small communal fire, and Cade was again struck by how strange it seemed to see her in school uniform.

‘Guys,’ Amber called. ‘They’re back.’

Cade set the basket down and grinned as the others emerged from the Keep, their usual lethargy interrupted by the news of the fishermen’s arrival.

‘Wanna whip this up?’ Cade asked Yoshi, seeing his friend rub his hands together at the sight of the wicker basket.

‘You have no idea,’ Yoshi muttered. ‘Hand it over.’

Without waiting for a response, the boy lifted each fish one by one, grimacing at the sorry state of the first pair; they were mostly skin and bone. Grace shook her head at the sight, but lay a hand on Yoshi’s shoulder as the boy dropped them back in with disappointment.

‘The bones are still good for a broth,’ Grace said. ‘My mum makes one that’ll blow your socks off.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Shame we don’t have any chilli.’

Yoshi nodded mournfully, but Scott rolled his eyes.

‘I’d eat a week-old hot dog out of a wrestler’s jock-strap if it meant an end to all these figs,’ he said. ‘Cook it however you want, just leave some for me.’

‘Gross,’ Bea muttered, and Trix gave the boy a glare.

The twins looked sickly pale, and not just from Scott’s joke. They had all lost weight over the past three months, but then the twins had been slight to start with. It was another source of worry for Cade, though none had broached it with them.

The only silver lining was that the contenders had all been given time to heal from their wounds. Perhaps too much time. Cade stared up at the light from the windows of the top floor of the Keep, where the Codex and its glowing timer had settled since his conversation with Abaddon.

The timer had begun at four months. And now, they had a little more than one left, ticking away like a bomb. Far, far more than they had been given before the qualifying round.

It scared Cade, this extra time. Scared everyone. As if they were supposed to be preparing. As if somehow, it would make up for the halving of their numbers. Four school girls, three delinquents, and … Quintus.

Thank the heavens for Quintus. It was he who knew how to replant the crops, how to protect against the vermin. How to grind the wheat in a bowl to make flour pancakes. He had even brought down a pterosaur with his sling, though the wily creatures now knew to stay away.

So here they sat in limbo, waiting. Though for what, they didn’t know. Only that it would be cruel and violent, with unimaginable consequences.

Such thoughts were ever-present at the back of Cade’s mind, but now they swirled to the forefront as he watched his friends around the fire. He knew them now. Cared about them. Their three months of healing had been more than merely physical.

He knew the joyride that landed Scott in jail had been a cry for attention following his mother’s death. Knew Grace prayed every night to the small crucifix around her neck. He learned Bea and Trix had never spent a night away from their parents. That Yoshi’s greatest frustration was the Keep’s lack of music, while Amber’s was the lack of chocolate.

His frustration mounting, Cade’s feet moved unbidden to the Keep. They carried him up the stairs, and he tried to forget the pooled blood and bodies that had once littered the floors, the sight of which had turned a safe home into nothing more than a shelter from the wind and rain.

He walked on, past the empty rooms, to the round table at the very top. To the ominous glow of the timer, and the Codex that was its source. He stood, his fists clenched, as the numbers flashed and changed.
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‘Is this fun for you?’ Cade asked. ‘Watching us scratch out an existence here?’

His voice felt strange in the empty room. Like he was talking to himself.

‘Some game master you are,’ Cade said, layering his words with as much contempt as he could muster. ‘I’m sure it will be great fun to watch us all butchered when our four months are up. Fun for you, and your so-called Pantheon.’

The Codex’s lens stared back, silent and impassive. Cade ploughed on.

‘I bet they’ll be super impressed with the eight half-starved teenagers you offer up as a challenge.’

Something moved within the floating drone, so minutely, it was almost imperceptible. A gear, twitching. A circuit sparking. Something.

‘I hate to think of all those remnants you left in the jungle. So carefully curated, selected from the very best of human history. Never to be used. Just to rust and rot once we’re dead. We’re the last, right? Nobody else will use them.’

Nothing. He tried again.

‘So this is Abaddon’s swan song for Earth. Going out with a fizzle, not a bang. Eight trussed lambs, ready for the slaughter. I thought you would have something better planned.’

Silence.

Cade tried not to let his frustration show. He turned, letting his anger dissolve into thoughts of fish stew.

Then … a voice.

‘Do not presume to know my stratagem, foolish little child.’

Cade’s breath caught in his throat, his stomach twisting. Slowly, he turned, and jumped to see the Codex hovering before his face. The room, once bright with the timer’s glow, now fell to darkness.

‘Oh, come now, is this not what you wanted?’ the voice said. ‘My attention? Be careful what you wish for, boy.’

It was a deeper voice, rasping and cruel. Not girlish like last time. But then, Abaddon’s last form had been to put him at ease. That was no longer the intention.

‘Call the others,’ Abaddon commanded. ‘It’s time to play.’


TWO

It was amazing what fear did to the body. Cade’s hunger, once ravening, had fled, leaving only a sick feeling in his stomach. And as the others hurried up the steps behind him, their laboured breathing matched his own.

All the bravado of the past few minutes vanished. Suddenly, the interminable waiting seemed far better than this, where a sadistic, immortal being dictated their fates. Told them the manner of their deaths in no uncertain terms.

The others arrived, and as they trooped into the dark room, none spoke. They only shuffled around the walls as if the Codex were a viper, and the drone in turn swivelled its gaze to follow them. Terror hung heavy in the air, almost palpable.

‘You are ungrateful,’ came the voice. ‘Like an infant who spits up their mother’s milk.’

The voice tutted. It was a strange sound, coming from a machine. Cade was not sure Abaddon even had a tongue. Each word was measured, weighted. The sounds, the tones, the inflections – all contrived. It was unnerving.

‘Did I not give you time to heal?’ Abaddon went on. ‘To prepare yourselves for the challenges ahead? Instead, you dissolve into self-pity, and let yourselves waste away. And you presume to blame me for your incompetence.’

Despite himself, Cade felt a twinge of guilt. But what else could they have done? Piled more rocks onto the wall?

‘You owe your very existence to me. As does your species, and the very planet you crawl on. Have some gratitude.’

There was no response to be made. And yet the Codex went quiet, as if waiting for them to speak. The silence dragged on, and then:

‘Thank you,’ Amber said. ‘You’re right.’

The Codex snapped to her, the lens twisting behind the translucent exterior.

‘Amber Lin,’ Abaddon said. ‘You surprise me. I had intended you to be no more than fodder for my pets in the jungle. Yet here you stand.’

Amber lifted her chin.

‘I’ll play your game,’ she said. ‘We all will. But you can’t ask us to master it if we don’t know the rules.’

The lens twitched.

‘Very well,’ Abaddon said. ‘But I would advise that you not let go of the bliss of ignorance so easily, as your canonical Adam and Eve once did. Your rude awakening may be as painful as theirs.’

‘I think we’d rather know,’ Amber said, crossing her arms. 

The Codex edged backwards. The room flashed with light. And they saw it.

A two-dimensional pyramid appeared in the empty space before them. It consisted of twenty-one blocks: six on the bottom layer, five on the next, then four, three, two and one. A red line separated the third row from those beneath it.

 


[image: images]



 

‘What is that?’ Cade breathed.

Abaddon’s voice echoed in the room.

‘Each block represents a corresponding planet, ruled by one member of the Pantheon.’

The left-most block on the row of three pulsed, and a symbol revolved slowly upon it. A skull. A human skull. 

‘That’s us. Earth.’

Us.

There was no ‘us’, and it sickened Cade that Abaddon somehow imagined themselves on the same team. Yet there it was. The game board, so to speak.

‘To reach the top, each planet’s representatives must battle their way up the leaderboard by attacking planets above or adjacent to them. They must also defend against attacks from below and adjacent. The winners of these battles switch places with the losers.’

Cade could not help but move closer, his eyes widening at the simplicity of it.

‘Your predecessors saw the wisdom of remaining on the edge of the leaderboard,’ Abaddon said. ‘Placed as you are, only the planet to Earth’s right and the two planets below can attack. But it also limits you in your path upwards – you must defeat the planet directly above you to do so, while if you were in the centre of the leaderboard, you could choose between two.’

‘And what is the red line?’

It was Grace who spoke this time, her arms also crossed in anger.

‘Excellent question, Grace,’ Abaddon said, and Cade could hear the pleasure in the entity’s voice. ‘It is your line in the sand. Fall beneath it and … Earth is wiped clean of life. I start again.’

Cade stared at the leaderboard in horror. If they lost a single attack from below … it was over for them. Over for everyone.

‘We reserve the positions above the red line for the older, more advanced planets,’ Abaddon went on. ‘Those with space-faring civilisations in particular.’

Cade’s sudden fascination did little to dispel the fear that pulsed through him.

‘Can we be attacked at any time?’ Cade asked.

‘Fortunately for you, no,’ Abaddon replied. ‘Members of the Pantheon agree on a time and place for each battle, as well as the rules that must be followed by both sides. If we cannot agree terms, the rest of the Pantheon vote on the dispute, to decide what a fair match might be. It’s my job to negotiate for you, and choose who and when to attack.’

‘And we have no say in this?’ Cade demanded. ‘We’re just pawns?’

‘That’s a very good way of putting it.’ Abaddon chuckled darkly. ‘Well done, Cade.’

Cade closed his eyes, wishing it would all go away. Suddenly, he wanted to go to sleep. Close his eyes, let his worries fade away. His favourite time of the day was waking up, and those few brief seconds before he remembered where he was.

‘Now, our next battle was agreed some time ago,’ Abaddon went on. ‘But since I was not sure how many of you would survive my qualifier round, it was a difficult battle to negotiate. In the end, it came down to a vote from my brethren. And I must confess, the rest of the Pantheon do not like humans much.’

The voice paused, as if relishing the dread across their faces.

‘The question of how many contenders would survive was neatly solved by my own proposal. A duel. One-on-one. Two combatants, fighting on open ground.’

Somehow … this seemed better. It was an ugly picture, but it would only put one of them in danger.

‘You may not use firearms, nor explosives or flammables. Other than that … the only rule is it’s a fight to the death.’

There it was. The fate of the world, hanging on a single bout.

‘And if we lose?’ Amber asked, her voice shaking. ‘What happens to the rest of us?’

‘You’ll find out.’

Silence.

‘Who fights?’ Scott blurted, then covered his mouth.

‘I had not decided until a few minutes ago, Scott,’ Abaddon purred. ‘But now I have a clear choice.’

Slowly, the Codex turned towards Cade.

‘After his little tirade, it seems that Cade is the one with the most fight left in him. And it’s an apt punishment for a petulant, ungrateful child.’

The lens hovered closer, until it filled Cade’s vision.

‘Lucky you.’


THREE

Darkness. And then, light.
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‘Contenders have been granted access to higher Codex functions,’ the Codex intoned, back to its bored robotic voice. 

Cade had almost missed the damned thing. Almost.

‘He’s gone,’ Grace muttered, steadying herself against the wall.

‘No,’ Cade said. ‘He isn’t. He’s watching us.’

Bea hugged her sister tight. ‘Does he have nothing better to do?’ she said, her words muffled in Trix’s shoulder.

‘I don’t think this is all he does,’ Cade said, staring at the Codex. ‘If what he told me in our first conversation is true, he’s capable of doing a thousand things at once. Imagine a being infinitely smarter than us, but deranged by a million lifetimes of boredom. We are just a small part of this attention; a toy to pass the time.’

Abaddon’s parting words were only hitting him now, like a creeping ice in his chest that seized his lungs and would not let him breathe.

He hunched over, then slid to the floor, his back against the wall.

Grace knelt beside him, rubbing his back.

‘It’s going to be OK, Cade,’ she whispered.

But it wasn’t. He was no fighter. He wasn’t even a grown man. Yet now, he would fight to the death against the champion of an unknown enemy. And the weight of the world, more literally than ever before, lay across his thin shoulders.

It was hard to breathe.

‘We can do this,’ Yoshi said, crouching down. ‘You can do this. How many vipers did you kill in the qualifier round, huh? Ten? Twenty? It’ll be a walk in the park.’

Cade shuddered, remembering the baying, howling mass of monstrosities they had faced before.

‘We’re not fighting vipers,’ Cade whispered. ‘This is going to be the best another world has to offer. Their greatest fighter.’

‘We have over a month,’ Yoshi said. ‘We can practise. Train.’ 

‘Practise for what?’ Cade muttered. ‘A sword fight? A wrestling match? Will it wear armour? Will it fly? Is it capable of speech, or strategy? We don’t even know what I’m fighting!’ 

Yoshi had nothing to say to that.

‘We’ll figure it out together,’ Grace said. ‘You’re not alone in this.’

‘Until I am,’ Cade whispered. ‘One-on-one, Abaddon said.’

‘Codex, show us the leaderboard again,’ Amber snapped.

The pyramid flashed up once more, the timer still ticking away above it. Cade could hardly lift his eyes. He dry-heaved, but his empty stomach did little more than clench, leaving him choking like a beached fish.

But he saw it all the same. Earth’s block and symbol pulsed, and in the lower left corner a second block pulsed in tandem with it. They were being attacked from below. A loss meant … the end.

A second bout of nausea sent black clouds across his eyes, his eyebrows knitting as he heaved a second time.

‘Is that who we’re fighting?’ Amber demanded.

Instead of speaking, the lower block detached from the pyramid, floating outwards. Its symbol was also a skull, though shaped so strangely he could not identify it one way or the other.

‘What can you tell us about them?’ Amber asked. ‘I thought you could only show us information originating on Earth.’

‘I may also display information catalogued by prior contenders,’ the Codex intoned. ‘But only that which has been captured on film, or written while present on Acies. There is no guarantee that this information is accurate.’

‘Acies?’ Grace asked.

‘The name that the prior contenders gave to this world.’

A memory swam to Cade’s mind. A book, written in Latin code, had been found in what they assumed was the old Roman commander’s chamber, not too far from the old-timey projector. Perhaps that knowledge was somehow available through the Codex.

‘Tell us about the creatures,’ he managed.

Above the block, a set of three-dimensional figures appeared, spinning gently. They were in miniature, standing beside a projection of a human silhouette.

‘Prior contenders named this species Hydra,’ the Codex said. ‘It is made up of three male phenotypes, and a single female queen. The queen’s form has never been recorded in detail, so I will only provide images of the males.’

To Cade’s surprise … he recognised the projections. He had seen them before, in grainy black and white, not too far from where he saw them now. These were the self-same monsters the Romans had been fighting in the film clip on Louis Le Prince’s projector.

All three sported heads of similar appearance, with an elongated skull in the shape of a conch shell, studded with black eyes. This ended in a squid-like mouth, formed from grasping tentacles that had a sharp beak and teeth nestling within the central maw. With each iteration, from smallest to largest, the number of tentacles increased, and the head’s spiked, sea-shell formations became more jagged.

‘Mother of God,’ Scott whispered.

Cade stared, his eyes dancing from one figure to the next. His eyes could not help but focus on the raptor talons on each foot, each bigger and sharper than the last.

‘The first phenotype is the male in its youngest form. These sterile, larval-stage workers make up around two thirds of all Hydras.’

The smallest of the trio of holograms pulsed. It was the size and shape of a plucked turkey, with two feet, small nubs in place of arms and a kangaroo-like tail. It stood no taller than a turkey too, though it looked more agile and far deadlier, with tentacles that could latch around the face as easily as a face-hugger from an Alien movie.

The next largest pulsed in turn.

‘The second phenotype is the male in its adolescent form. The tail retracts, and the vestigial arms become front paws. Also sterile, they make up around a quarter of all Hydras, suggesting a high attrition rate for larval workers as they age.’

It had a four-legged body similar in form and stature to a hairless leopard’s, with talons no less dangerous and a musculature to match. The claws on its back legs were akin to those of the raptors he had fought three months earlier, and Cade could imagine them ripping through the cloth of his uniform like rice-paper, as its forelegs and tendrilled mouth wrapped about his shoulders. He shuddered at the thought, but the Codex gave no respite, moving to the next projection.

‘The third phenotype is the alpha male in its final form, one reserved for the most aggressive adolescent males that survive the constant warring between herds. These fertile, mature males protect the queen, and earn the right to mate with her. It is the alpha male you will duel.’

If the first two had scared him, this third specimen struck horror into Cade’s heart. It stood taller than eight feet, with a tailless, humanoid physique that rippled with muscle. Long arms tipped with three-fingered claws emerged from an upright body, and thick armoured plating adorned its chest. Long grasping tentacles seemed to reach for him, and he could see the concentric rings of teeth within, circling a beak large enough to crush a skull.

The prehensile feelers were capable of wrapping around his head like many boa constrictors, crushing the life from him – if the sharp beak and terrible talons of its feet and claws didn’t do the job first.

This was the creature he would fight. And it would tear him to pieces.


FOUR

If the Codex had information about the queen, Cade did not hear it. Overwhelmed, he had slumped to the side, and the others had helped him from the Keep and out into the fresh air.

But he already knew what the queen looked like. Had seen one in the projector all those days ago. A veritable giant, larger than an elephant, though the image was too unfocused to make out much more.

It didn’t matter though; the Codex had informed them that he would be fighting an alpha, so knowing more was largely irrelevant. In truth, Cade didn’t want to know. Perhaps Abaddon was right. Ignorance was bliss.

Now, they sat beside the fire. The red moon hung low in the sky as they ate their meal, savouring the rich broth that Yoshi had made. A small glimmer of pleasure in their new, violent world. And through some combination of pity, the fact he had caught the fish himself, or that they thought he needed to build his strength, Cade was given a double helping.

He scraped the bottom of his bowl, aware of the others’ ravenous eyes upon him. They would fish more the next day. It was just a shame they had only one hook, found between the cobbles in the mostly empty armoury. Perhaps they could make a new one. Quintus was pretty handy at that sort of thing.

‘So,’ Cade said.

He stopped, unsure of what to say next. Fortunately for him, Scott was rarely at a loss for words.

‘No firearms or explosives, huh,’ the boy said. ‘Like we’ve got many of those lying around.’

It was a poor joke, but his words sparked something in Amber’s eyes.

‘No …’ she said. ‘We don’t.’

She looked to Cade, and cocked her head to one side. 

‘Why tell us not to use something we don’t have … unless it’s a hint. I mean, Abaddon doesn’t want us to lose, right?’ 

Cade shrugged.

‘Who knows what that psycho is thinking. Maybe he can’t wait to wipe us all out, start from scratch again.’

Amber pursed her lips.

‘How did we win the last battle?’ she asked. ‘Because you found swords. Because you found us. You had the Witchcraft. You had Quintus. Maybe we aren’t allowed to use explosives and such, but there will be other weapons we might use.’

Cade looked up. It seemed obvious, but in his despair he had hardly considered it.

‘I have a sword,’ Cade said, thinking aloud. ‘A good one. I can’t imagine a better weapon to fight with. But maybe something long-range?’

He gave it more thought. This battle was David vs Goliath, in more ways than one. He had a sling-stone after all. But looking at that behemoth, with its armour plating and rubbery tentacles … would a stone really do much before it hit him like a freight train? A bow, or javelin might be a better option.

‘I don’t think it’s weapons that you need,’ Bea said quietly. 

Cade caught her eye, and saw the worry there.

‘I want you to survive it,’ she muttered. ‘And you have no protection. Your clothes might as well be wrapping paper.’ 

‘Well, don’t sugarcoat it,’ Scott said.

‘We have some hockey pads in our van,’ Trix said, ignoring him. ‘It’s somewhere out there in the jungle. Maybe we can find it.’

‘My goalie helmet is pretty good,’ Grace said, catching onto the idea.

‘Seriously?’ Yoshi asked. ‘No offence guys, but this isn’t a field hockey game.’

‘You have a better idea?’ Amber asked.

Yoshi raised his hands.

‘All I’m saying is, one of those claws will punch through your plastic helmet like it’s orange peel.’

Cade shuddered, and Yoshi grimaced an apology.

‘Sorry man. Just trying to help.’

Cade forced a smile in return. Yoshi was right, though it pained him to admit it. But they were onto something. He had no chance without armour – not unless he killed it from a distance, and he was sure it would charge right at him.

Back when they had fought the vipers, there had been no time to search for new artefacts in the jungle, and he had been sure that the previous contenders had picked everything nearby clean. Indeed, there had been a supposed flotilla of Roman ships out there, if he remembered correctly.

Now though, with the benefit of time, it might be worth exploring what else was nearby. Even some rusted old Roman armour would be better than what he had now.

‘Codex!’ he called.

He turned to the Keep, and the Codex floated down from the window to hover beside him.

‘Show me the map again.’

The Codex obeyed wordlessly, and together they stared at the bird’s eye view of the caldera, a ring of brown mountains looped round a circle of green. In its epicentre, a smaller circle of blue delineated a sea or lake.

‘Woah,’ breathed Yoshi.

Cade realised that not all of the contenders had seen the map – there had been no time before the qualifier round, and the Codex had been unresponsive since.

‘Here,’ Cade said, pointing to the glowing blue dots scattered across the map. ‘These are remnants that we and previous contenders have identified.’

‘What are remnants again?’ Scott asked.

‘Objects, creatures and even people from Earth,’ Amber explained.

‘Seriously? Shouldn’t the whole thing be covered in moving dots?’ Scott asked. ‘There must be thousands of animals out there.’

Cade shook his head.

‘The blue dots aren’t live,’ he said. ‘Look.’

He stood and walked over to the map, pinching with his fingers to zoom closer to a location, a patch of grey-brown squares among the green.

‘Hueitapalan,’ Cade said. ‘The Mayan city where Quintus found me. Look.’

He tapped a cluster of blue dots beside the pyramid he had once summited.

‘Remnants identified as the swords named Nagamitsu, Kunitoshi, Tak—’

‘That’s enough,’ Cade said.

‘But aren’t those here?’ Scott asked, nodding to the swords they now carried at all times. ‘How can they be there?’

‘The Codex only shows us where an object was scanned, when it was scanned and what it is,’ Cade said. ‘It doesn’t tell us where it is now. Nor does it tell us where everything is. Only things the Codex has scanned in the past. Which means if we or the previous contenders haven’t scanned something with the Codex, it won’t show up as a remnant on the map.’

Scott groaned.

‘Just when I was getting my hopes up.’

Cade shrugged.

‘It’s still a lot better than nothing,’ he said, zooming out on the map again.

He let out a low whistle as he swiped his finger about, able to examine it with more than just a hurried few glances for the first time.

‘The last contenders kept busy,’ Cade said. ‘They came across a lot of remnants.’

‘I don’t know if that’s a good thing,’ Grace said.

Cade turned to look at her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘If the old Roman contenders found it … it means they might have brought it back here. And there’s nothing here. Who knows how many remnants they took with them when they marched off to war.’

She was right. Cade’s stomach twisted with disappointment.

‘So even if we do find some useful remnant of the map and trek our way through the dinosaur-infested jungle … there might be nothing there?’ Yoshi asked. ‘The Romans might have just scanned it there, and then brought it back with them?’

‘Right,’ Cade said, trying to keep the frustration from his voice. ‘But it’s a hell of a lot better than running around in there like headless chickens. At least we have something to aim for.’

At least.


FIVE

They decided to leave the remnant search for the next day, the emotional lows of the day taking their toll. They all retired to their respective rooms, but Cade knew he would not sleep that night. Instead, he headed for the Orchards above the Keep. There was something he had to do. Something he’d put off doing for a long time.

It was a long walk up the mountainside, one that wasted precious calories he had just consumed. But some things were worth doing.

At the top, Cade was amazed to see that so much had changed in so short a time. How eight people could burn through hundreds of fallen fruit, and even most of the ripe ones that had hung from the branches.

Their supposed goldmine of food was almost gone. Who knew how the Romans had sustained themselves for so long, and in such great numbers. By hunting, most likely.

Cade trudged through the trees, heading for the place he had hardly allowed himself to look at each time he’d made the journey here over the last few months.

Graves. He wouldn’t know they were there but for the crosses stuck into the ground, the rows of dug up earth now dusted with grass. Four crosses. Simple things of bound twigs and twine. Less than they deserved.

The others had chosen well – it was a beautiful place. A small patch of untended land, at the cliff’s edge. Beyond, the green blanket of jungle could be seen, illuminated by the expanse of stars above.

It was guilt that had kept him away. Guilt that he had told them this was a place worth fighting for. Worth dying for. But that was not his gravest sin. He had convinced them that victory was possible. That they were fighting for humanity itself.

Now, he knew better. The game was unstoppable. Even if they did climb to the top of the leaderboard and were allowed to go home, the game would go on. Some other group of lost souls would replace them. Perhaps they would arrive home, only to be burned from existence a few days later – that next batch of contenders failing where Cade and his friends had succeeded.

In the best of scenarios … the deaths of Eric, Spex, Jim and Gobbler had only delayed the inevitable.

Cade knelt in the grass, resting a hand on the grave closest to him. He did not even know whose it was, though those who had buried them did. He had never thought to ask.

A slow tear worked through the grime on his face.

‘Did you want to be alone?’

Amber’s voice cut through his thoughts. He wiped his eyes and turned towards her.

She stood, hesitant, in the dappled shadows of the fig trees, her face half-cast in moonlight.

Cade forced a smile and drew his knees up to his chest. He did not answer, but she took it as an invitation, settling beside him on the grass, looking out at the jungle beyond the cliff’s edge.

They sat in silence, the only sound the soft soughing of the breeze, coupled with the echoing crash of the waterfall far below.

‘Did we make the right call, coming back here?’ Cade asked.

With each word, it felt like a weight was lifted from his shoulders. That question had sat like a lump in his throat, suffocating him. As if in the asking of it, he would acknowledge that guilt, that unsure regret that he had allowed to fester inside him.

‘Of course,’ Amber said.

It was not the answer he had expected.

‘These four,’ Cade said, gesturing at the shallow humps of the four graves in front of him. ‘They died because we came here. Because I told them to.’

He felt Amber’s soft hand on his shoulder, and somehow that touch broke the thin dam inside of him, the one that had held back a flood of tears.

Cade did not sob. Only took a deep, shuddering breath as his eyes streamed, and the beauty of the world in front of him blurred.

Amber’s hand squeezed his shoulder, yet when she spoke, there was steel in her voice as well as sympathy.

‘You did not force them to come here,’ Amber whispered. ‘Look at me, Cade.’

Cade raised his head, meeting her gaze.

‘You gave them a chance,’ Amber whispered. ‘A choice. One they made willingly.’

‘But it was the wrong one,’ Cade whispered back. ‘At least for them.’

‘Don’t you dare say that,’ Amber said, and her tone was like a slap that jarred him from that spiral of despair. ‘You’re allowed to feel sorry for yourself. You’re allowed to be scared. But I won’t let you take their deaths on your shoulders.’

Her finger jabbed out at the dark jungle.

‘You think we’d have lasted this long out there?’

Cade shrugged, and wiped his face a second time.

‘I’m alive right now because of what you did. Me and the others. And countless souls, back on Earth. Leaders make hard choices. Sometimes, you don’t get to save everyone.’

Cade swallowed, hard. She was right.

She stood and kicked a loose pebble out into the darkness.

‘I’m going with you tomorrow because I think it’s the best choice – just like these four did before. Not because you told me to. And if I die out there, that’s on me.’

She pressed her hand into his shoulder once more, then she walked back towards the path down the mountain.

Cade stared out into the jungle. Soon, they would be venturing deep into it. And here he was, feeling sorry for himself.

He set his jaw and pressed his fingers into the soil.

‘You died for this,’ he whispered. ‘Died for us. For the world. I’ll not let it be for nothing.’

Cade stood and wiped the tears from his eyes. The time for grieving had come and gone. Now was the time to fight.


SIX

Cade made the long slog down the mountainside, and by the time he had reached the bottom he was damp with sweat. Mixed with the grime from his fishing expedition, he felt gross.

So, he headed to the baths, hoping a long soak in the cool waters of the bathing pool would help clear his thoughts.

Passing through the yawning doorway of the Keep, he crossed the atrium and descended the stone-cut stairs and into the cave-like chamber below, taking the time to light a single torch at the bottom with flint and steel.

They were trying to conserve their torches, since their own attempts at making them had failed, and their supply of old Roman ones was running out. But he allowed himself the indulgence of it on this night. He was sure the others would understand.

A sudden movement made him jump, and he spun round with his heart in his mouth. He spotted something hovering just above head-height a few paces behind him.

‘Codex!’ He sighed. ‘You scared the crap out of me.’

It looked like after its long hiatus, the machine had taken to following him again.

Beyond the Codex, a shadow moved, and Cade realised the machine was not alone. Quintus padded out of the gloom, a look of concern across his face.

‘Sorry, Quintus,’ Cade said, pitching his voice louder, as he always did, for the boy’s benefit. ‘I should have made sure you understood it all.’

‘No problem,’ the boy replied, repeating the phrase he had learned from the others. He trotted past Cade and dive-bombed into the pool, fully-clothed.

Cade grinned and followed, stripping as he went. By now, the boys were used to bathing together, after the girls had their turn.

The echo of rushing water surrounded him as he slid into the dark pool, placing the torch in a holder beside it. He shuddered briefly beneath its chill, letting himself acclimatise. Quintus gave him a smile, while Cade racked his brains, trying to think of the simplest way to explain.

‘We fight those monsters?’ Quintus asked, before Cade could speak. ‘The ones like the polypus?’

He wriggled his fingers in front of his mouth, mimicking an octopus.

Cade shook his head, even as he laughed. Somehow, Quintus had a way of making everything seem better. They had become closer since the battle. And though the others made time for the near-deaf, Latin-speaking boy, it seemed it was Cade he trusted best.

‘No, Quintus. I will fight one monster. The big one.’ 

Quintus frowned, watching Cade’s lips closely.

‘We don’t fight together?’

He motioned at Cade and himself, mirroring his meaning with his hands, as he did with almost everything he said. 

‘Just me. One against one.’

The legionary, usually so positive, sank deeper beneath the water, staring across the pool. He shook his head.

‘Not fair,’ Quintus said.

Cade looked down.

‘Not fair at all,’ he agreed.

Silence reigned, but for the echoes within the cavern. 

‘That is why you need armatura,’ Quintus said finally. ‘Arm … armour? For the fight?’

Cade nodded.

‘We will go into the caldera,’ he said. ‘To search for … armatura. Do you know where armatura could be?’

Quintus considered the question for a moment.

Cade didn’t hold out much hope. He and Amber had spent many hours with Quintus in the days following the battle, scratching out drawings with sticks in the dirt, searching their memories for half-forgotten Latin. He had told them everything he had known, which was not much.

Quintus’s own legion and those that had been there before had both marched off into the desert, barely a day after Quintus had arrived on Acies. They’d been armed with traditional weapons, no guns to speak of, and their number included cavalry and mercenaries. They took catapults with them, and loaded wagons, though what the wagons contained Quintus didn’t know.

Whatever campaign they had set out on, they had intended it to be a drawn-out affair. It was why those that had been left behind, like Quintus, had waited so long before they abandoned the Keep.

The Romans left behind had spoken only of battling monsters from the underworld, and winning. Just as Zeus and his siblings had overthrown the Titans, so too had a new Pantheon overthrown them. And these new gods, these beings of unimaginable power, had tasked the Romans with protecting the Keep.

Beyond that, Quintus had been ostracised by those left behind, for his deafness, and for his unusual appearance – the mismatched eyes, set more widely apart than other people’s. Most of them were soldiers from another, earlier time in history, and had considered Quintus a bad omen. What he knew he had overheard, and he overheard very little. It was why he had been one of the first to abandon the place.

‘No,’ Quintus said finally. ‘They left nothing. Even my gladius, I stole before.’

Cade sighed. So, no help there.

‘Did the old contenders go to the jungle often?’ Cade said. 

Quintus smiled.

‘They hated jungles,’ he said. ‘Only hunted for food, near Keep. And sometimes …’

The boy thought for a minute.

‘They said, sometimes they go deeper,’ he said, searching for the words. ‘To hunt for … remnants?’

‘Yes, remnants,’ Cade said, leaning closer.

‘They sent … exploratores?’

Quintus made a flowing motion with his hand, as if taking a meandering path.

‘Explorers,’ Cade said, and Quintus nodded, closing his eyes as if mentally noting the word. The boy was good at languages.

‘Many men went,’ Quintus said. ‘None came back. Only …’

He gestured to the Codex.

‘That came back. Alone.’

Cade nodded, both pleased and worried at the news. That the armed explorers had not returned did not bode well for their upcoming expedition. But it did mean that it was possible the Roman explorers had not intended to bring back the remnants themselves, only discover them and return to the Keep. Smaller items may have been taken, sure. But transporting back a full set of armour, across rugged terrain crawling with prehistoric monsters? They would have to be mad to do that.

And yet, that was exactly what he intended to do. If the others could be convinced, that is.

He dipped his head beneath the water, as if the cold might shock some sense into him. But when he emerged, no alternative presented itself. This was the game … and he would play it.

‘Come on then, Quintus,’ Cade said. ‘Let’s get some sleep. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.’


SEVEN

They sat around the table, bleary-eyed and apprehensive. It was morning, and they were on the top floor. A basket of figs lay forgotten at the table’s edge, barely touched despite their hunger. Their very lives depended on what they would learn in the next few minutes.

‘Codex, bring up the map,’ Cade said, speaking first when he realised nobody else would. ‘Make it big.’

Immediately, the screen appeared, beyond the table where all could see. There was no glare from the morning light of the window, and Cade had a sudden, mad fantasy of watching films on it. But the timer, ever counting down, brought him crashing back to reality.

He went to get up and manipulate the map with his fingers, then thought better of it.

It’s artificial intelligence, right? I can just tell it what to do. 

‘Codex,’ Cade said, after a moment’s contemplation. ‘Roughly how far is the city of Hueitapalan from the Keep?’ 

‘Approximately ten miles,’ came the reply.

Cade scratched his chin, where an itchy fuzz had begun to grow. The jungle was thick and dangerous, but it might be possible to get as far as the ancient city by river, floating down on a raft until the rapids and paddling for shore in good time. They could travel on foot from there, with Quintus as a guide – he would know the area well.

There were other branches the river took, tributaries they could float down. Risky if there were more rapids, but perhaps worth it, considering the creatures that inhabited the jungle.

Still, they would need to return by foot, since the raft would not float upriver, and he imagined they would move no faster than half-a-mile an hour when hiking through the jungle. He made some quick calculations in his head.

‘Show me all the remnants within twenty miles of the Keep,’ Cade said.

A blue ring flared across the map’s surface, and the view zoomed closer to encompass its edges. There were fewer blue dots within the space than Cade had hoped. They would have to go farther afield for any others.

‘Twenty?’ Scott groaned. ‘How long will that take us?’

Cade grimaced.

‘We might make five miles a day, on foot,’ he said. ‘So four days there, four days back. But if we take a raft down the river we might save a day or so. Call it a week’s trip.’

‘I wish we still had the Witchcraft,’ Grace murmured, and Cade felt a flash of anger, remembering Finch’s betrayal. Who knew how many more of them would have survived if they’d had access to the boat’s fuel. Or how much of a difference an extra fighter would have made.

‘If we find Finch out there …’ Amber said, cracking her knuckles.

Cade nodded in grim agreement, though he wasn’t sure exactly what they would do if they did find him.

Pushing the thoughts from his mind for now, he leaned closer and examined the remnants.

‘Remove all remnants that are known not to contain weapons, armour, vessels or vehicles,’ Cade instructed. ‘Ignore the Roman ships nearby. And also the ones that I have seen before.’

A few of the glowing dots disappeared, and Cade felt a twinge of guilt.

‘Summarise what remains,’ Cade said.

‘Remnants are: Spearhafoc, a Benedictine monk and artist who vanished with the gold and jewels for the crown of King Edward the Confessor.’

‘Nice,’ Scott said.

‘Yeah, like gold is going to help us right now,’ Yoshi retorted sarcastically.

‘Gold and jewels can help you.’

Cade stared at it.

‘How?’ he asked.

‘You may use them to trade with the Strategos for undiscovered or unplaced remnants. It is how the previous contenders brought Quintus and his legion here.’

His eyes widened. This game was more complicated than he had thought. He would have to explore that later, but for now they had nothing to trade, unless the few coins Yoshi had found in the baths were worth something.

‘If that’s true,’ Amber said. ‘It’s unlikely the Roman explorers would leave it behind. Jewels and gold for a crown can’t be too heavy.’

Cade cursed under his breath. She was right – they might travel all the way to that remnant, only to find the looted body and nothing else.

Still, it seemed treasure was an option. Perhaps they could buy some armour, if they happened to come across some. 

‘Continue,’ Cade said.

‘Alexandrine Tinné, a Dutch explorer and richest woman in the Netherlands, left for dead in the Saharan desert in 1869.’

‘Badass,’ Amber whispered. ‘She might have some survival gear.’

She caught Cade’s gaze.

‘Not worth it though,’ she said. ‘No armour. Next.’ 

‘Scottish botanist John Jeffrey, disappeared in the Colorado desert in 1854.’

‘Looks like Abaddon likes taking people from deserts,’ Scott said glumly.

Silence.

‘OK,’ Cade said. ‘Now run us through the rest of them.’

‘Remnant is Dr Benjamin Church, a spy for the British captured by Washington in the Revolutionary War. He disappeared along with his prison transport ship to the West Indies in 1778.’

The Codex paused, as if waiting for his reaction. Cade ruminated on this for a moment, then shook his head. They fought in cloth uniforms, not armour, during that time period.

‘King Władysław of Poland was beheaded in a battle during a crusade against the Ottomans in 1444. Neither the king’s body nor his armour were ever found.’

‘Now we’re talking!’ Scott said, slamming his fist into the table.

Amber grinned. ‘It’s like Abaddon put him there for us.’ 
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