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I CANNOT SEE IT.
THE OPTICKS OF MY TIME ARE NOT GOOD ENOUGH.
BUT THE MATHEMATICS ARE INESCAPABLE.
IT IS COMING.
IT WILL BE UP TO THE WISE AND NOBLE MEN OF FUTURE GENERATIONS WITH OPTICKS OF A MORE ADVANCED NATURE THAN MINE TO FIND IT IN THE NIGHT SKY AND INITIATE THE RETURN CALL.
OR ELSE ALL IS LOST.


SIR ISAAC NEWTON
THE CHRONOLOGY OF ANCIENT KINGDOMS


IT’S NOT THE SIZE OF THE DOG IN THE FIGHT, IT’S THE SIZE OF THE FIGHT IN THE DOG.


MARK TWAIN
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FIRST CHALLENGE


THE ENTRY INTO HELL
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And there along the shattered chasm’s edge We found the infamy of Crete stretched out – The beast conceived inside the wooden cow.
And seeing us, the creature bit himself As though tormented by an inward rage . . .


That is the way the Minotaur behaved. My wary guide called out: ‘Run down towards The crossing: best descend while he is mad.’


DANTE’S INFERNO, TRANSLATED BY SEAN O’BRIEN (PICADOR, LONDON, 2006)





CHAMPION PROFILE






	NAME:


	WEST, JONATHAN JAMES







	AGE:


	46







	RANK TO WIN:


	ABOVE 10TH LAND







	REPRESENTING:


	LAND








PROFILE:


Captive participant.


A late inclusion to these Games, Jonathan (Jack) West Jr is a wildcard not to be dismissed lightly. He is, after all, the fifth greatest warrior of ancient prophecy. That said, that prophecy has no relevance here.


Ranked above 10th out of 16 to win the Games.


FROM HIS PATRON:


No supporting comment was issued by this champion’s patron.





Jack West woke with a lurch, startled and gasping for air.


He was alone and in darkness.


He didn’t know where he was, how he’d got here or how long he’d been here.


The air was cool and moist, like in a deep cave. The floor was dusty. The wall against his back was solid stone.


He was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt, but no shoes.


His head was sore. He touched it . . . only to pull his hand away in shock.


His hair had been shaved off—


With a piercing shriek, the rusty iron door of his cell swung open and light flooded in.


A horrifying silhouette filled the doorway.


The outline of a bull-headed man.


A minotaur.


Or at least a man wearing a bull-shaped helmet.


He was well muscled, with knotty biceps and a stocky chest. While his upper body—save for the bull mask—was bare, on his lower half he wore modern black army-issue cargo pants and black combat boots.


I must be dreaming, Jack thought.


He didn’t have time for a second thought because right then, with a roar, the ‘minotaur’ charged at him.


A serrated hunting knife appeared in the masked man’s right hand and it came slashing down at Jack.


Instinct kicked in.


Half rising, Jack grabbed the minotaur’s knife-hand, twisted it and threw the man to the side, springing to his own feet as he did so.


The minotaur tackled him, and they rolled, struggling, wrestling, ending up on the ground with the masked man on top, straddling Jack and pressing down with the knife.


Clenching his teeth and using all his strength, Jack gripped the hilt of the knife, keeping its blade at bay, two inches from his own throat.


The blade edged closer to his Adam’s apple, and in a faraway corner of his brain, Jack recalled that if you died in a dream, you woke up. He wondered if that would happen here.


Only what if it’s not a dream, Jack . . . ?


His opponent pushed harder and from behind the black bull mask, Jack heard the man inside grunting with exertion.


It’s just a man! his mind screamed. It’s just a man!


And every man can be beaten.


Energised, Jack shifted his weight and reverse-rolled, sending the minotaur smashing head-first into the stone wall.


It was a sickening blow. A dull crack echoed out—the sound of the minotaur’s neck breaking—and the masked man slumped to the dusty floor and lay still.


Jack heaved for breath.


What a way to wake up.


Regaining his composure a little, he took in his cell for the first time.


The door was still open a little, letting in light. The cell looked exceedingly old: the walls were made of sandstone; the heavy rusted door sat on ancient iron hinges. As for what lay beyond the open doorway, God only knew.


On one wall of Jack’s cell were two images carved deep into the stone:
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The first one Jack knew: it was the ancient Egyptian hieroglyph ankh, meaning ‘life’.


As for the second symbol, it looked like a swirling four-armed octopus. It was a variant of a rare and ancient symbol found in Hindu, Buddhist and Neolithic cultures called a tetra-gammadion.


As he looked at it, Jack had the distinct feeling he had seen this symbol only recently, but he couldn’t recall where.


He blinked, trying to remember. But it was no use. His mind was still too groggy.


Instead he tried to recall the last place he had been before he had lost consciousness and woken up here.


Pine Gap, he thought.


The top-secret base deep in the Australian desert.


He’d gone there to attend a meeting, a high-level meeting.


Something about the SKA Array . . .


He remembered arriving at the base outside the remote town of Alice Springs with Lily, Alby and the dogs, and being allowed inside by the armed gate-guards.


And he recalled being met outside the observatory lab at Pine Gap by the tall, bespectacled figure of General Eric Abrahamson, the genial yet whip-smart man who had replaced Jack’s long-time boss and friend, General Peter Cosgrove, after Cosgrove had been promoted to higher office.


They’d shaken hands and Abrahamson had introduced Jack to his soon-to-be replacement, a stern-faced general named Conor Beard. With his angular features and neatly trimmed red beard, Beard’s operational call sign had been a slam dunk: since his early days in the military, he’d been known as Redbeard.


‘Glad you dressed up for the occasion, Jack,’ Abrahamson had said wryly.


Jack had been dressed casually, wearing jeans, sneakers, and a blue shirt over an old white t-shirt. He wore a brown suede glove over his titanium left hand and a simple Casio G-Shock watch on his right wrist.


He’d smiled back at Abrahamson in the desert sun. ‘I don’t work for you anymore, so I get to dress any way I like.’


After exchanging greetings with Lily and Alby, Abrahamson bent down to pat the dogs. ‘Haven’t seen these two since they were pups.’


Jack said, ‘They own me now. Everyone owns me now. Zoe. Lily. The dogs. I was once the fifth greatest warrior, you know.’


Abrahamson laughed. ‘What about Horus? What does she think of the dogs?’


Jack whistled sharply and a moment later, his loyal peregrine falcon, Horus, previously soaring overhead, had landed lightly on his shoulder. Looped around her neck was a leather collar from which hung a GoPro camera. She glared at Abrahamson and Beard, as if peering into their souls.


‘She tolerates them,’ Jack said as Horus took to the air again.


‘Come inside.’ Abrahamson guided them through the doors of the lab. ‘I have something important to show you.’


And then nothing . . .


. . . nothing till he woke up here with a man dressed as a bull trying to kill him.





Still sitting on the dusty floor of his cell, Jack looked down at himself.


Somewhere in transit, his blue shirt and sneakers had gone missing. His long-sleeved t-shirt, a gift from Lily from a few years ago—back when she’d been a cute thirteen-year-old and not a worldly twenty-year-old—depicted Homer Simpson lying in an inflatable kiddie pool, passed out from drinking and surrounded by empty Duff beer cans, under the words:


WORLD’S GREATEST DAD


This is surreal, Jack thought.


He peered at the lifeless man in the bull mask on the floor beside him.


The mask, he now saw, was very modern, and was actually more of a helmet than a mask. It was made of high-tech lightweight resin and was painted matte-black.


The visor of the bull helmet was a black mesh like that found on a fencing mask—it hid the identity of the wearer but allowed him full vision. Over the wearer’s mouth was a gas-mask filter that looked like an animal’s snout, thus making the whole thing look even more like a bull’s head.


Jack yanked the mask off the fallen man . . .


. . . to reveal that it wasn’t quite a man.


But it was something similar.


The ‘man’ under the mask had a broad low-browed forehead, wide-set eyes, a flat nose, big mouth, crooked teeth and thick matted black hair everywhere: on his jowls, in his ears and forming a monobrow above his eyes.


The eyes, Jack thought, looking closer.


His eyes—frozen open in the moment of his death—were deep brown. They looked basically human yet somehow duller. If he didn’t know better, Jack would have thought he was looking at some kind of half-evolved hominid, like a Neanderthal or Cro-Magnon man.


A tattoo on the half-man’s hairy shoulder read: N-016.


Jack gazed down at his dead attacker.


‘What the hell are you and where the hell am I?’ he asked aloud.


With a roar the hairy half-man sprang from the floor, snatching up the knife and lunging at Jack.


Jesus Christ!


But his attacker was weaker now, slower, fighting out of sheer fervour and frenzy. Jack parried the knife away and slipped round behind the half-man, wrapped his forearm around his throat and fully broke his neck.


The thing dropped dead for good this time.


‘Fuck me,’ Jack gasped, sucking in air again.


Out of habit, he made to stroke back his hair and again he felt the rough stubble there. His head had indeed been shaved while he had been unconscious.


Lacking any other weapons, Jack patted down the dead minotaur. The only weapon the half-man had was the knife so Jack pocketed that. He removed the minotaur’s combat boots and put them on. They were way too big for him but they were better than nothing.


With a shrug, he also took the armoured bull helmet.


Then he walked out of the cell, stepping into the light.





In a cell just like Jack’s—indeed, it was not far away from his—another man stood facing the steel door, waiting.


He was a tall man with unshaven ginger facial hair and battle-hardened eyes. Unlike Jack, he had come prepared.


He wore the combat gear of a British SAS operator: boots, cargo trousers, flak jacket, helmet. And he gripped in one hand a long serrated KA-BAR knife.


The cell’s ancient door squealed open. Light rushed in and so did a minotaur.


It took three quick slashes from the SAS man’s knife—two across the minotaur’s hamstrings and a final killing blow across its throat—to kill the mask-wearing assassin.


Unlike Jack, the SAS fellow didn’t bother to examine the corpse of his attacker.


No sooner was it dead than he just stepped over it and strode out of the cell, calmly wiping his knife blade on his trousers.


In a third cell, a United States Marine also waited tensely until, with a scream of rusty hinges, the door to his cell opened and a third minotaur thundered in.


Like the British SAS man, this Marine was prepared. That’s to say he was dressed in desert fatigues and a helmet and he was armed with a telescoping nightstick. He wasn’t entirely prepared though: while expecting an attack, he hadn’t expected a crazed half-man dressed as a minotaur to come bursting in brandishing a knife.


Unlike Jack’s ugly and awkward struggle, this fight was short, although not as ruthlessly quick as the SAS man’s encounter.


The Marine’s training kicked in and the clash ended with his knife buried in the sternum of the minotaur.


The Marine examined the body of his fallen attacker, touching the bull helmet, noting its modernness, and also assessing the odd semi-human creature beneath it.


Then he put on a pair of wraparound anti-flash glasses and walked out of the cell into the light.
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Jack emerged from his cell to find himself standing in what could only be described as a gladiatorial arena.


It was dark here, like night, but judging by the cool, still air, this arena was indoors, inside a sizeable cavern of some kind.


The arena was wide and circular, built in the Roman style with a sawdust-covered dirt floor, yet it was illuminated by modern floodlights. Like the minotaur he had just defeated, it was a curious mix of the very ancient and the very modern.


The door of his cell lay open behind him, embedded in the stone wall of the arena.


Fifteen similar doors were arrayed around the curved wall and standing in front of them, just like Jack, were fifteen other men.


Thirteen of them wore modern military attire: helmets and fatigues of various colours; desert, jungle or night camo. Most were white, a few were black and a couple were Asian. They variously held knives, short swords or nightsticks but, Jack saw, no guns. The ones not wearing helmets all had shaven heads.


Outside two of the fifteen cells stood two minotaurs.


They stood rigidly to attention, short but erect, the knives gripped in their hairy hands dripping with blood.


And last of all, there was Jack, entirely unprepared, in his jeans, t-shirt and newly acquired oversized boots. His titanium left wrist peeked out from the cuff of his sleeve, glinting in the artificial light. His face was filthy with sweat, dust and blood, and he held his bull helmet and knife in his hands.


He eyed the two minotaurs standing stiffly outside two of the cells.


So not everyone defeated their minotaur . . .


Black-clad guards with machine guns lined the perimeter of the arena. There were perhaps twenty of them and it took Jack a moment to realise they were all helmet-wearing minotaurs.


‘Greetings, champions!’ a deep voice boomed from somewhere high above him.


Jack turned as a new set of lights blazed to life, illuminating a high stage-like balcony on the opposite side of the stadium.


A lone man stood on it, the man who had spoken.


That whole side of the arena was one giant rockface, the base of a grim black mountain that soared upward into shadowy darkness. The balcony on which the man stood jutted out from the mountainside eighty feet above the arena floor.


At the rear of the balcony was a set of bleachers, shaded by a large awning, and sitting on those bleachers—adding to the surreal weirdness of this place—was a crowd of about thirty men and women, all dressed in expensive suits and dresses. Even from where he stood, Jack could see the twinkle of sizeable diamond necklaces on some of the women. They variously sipped champagne, smoked cigarettes or gazed down at the line of ‘champions’.


The man who had spoken was clearly their leader.


He was tall and powerfully built, perhaps in his mid-fifties. He was handsome, too, with a black beard and intense dark eyes. He wore a black modern designer suit with stylish crimson cuffs.


‘I say again,’ he said, ‘greetings, champions. Welcome to the Great Games. I will be your host, your judge, your jury and, if the need arises, your executioner.


‘I have many ceremonial names. I am the Adversary of Light, the Accuser, the Fallen One, the Keeper of the Temple, the Prince of the Grigori, Iblis, Shaitan, Thanatos, Sataniel, Ruler of the Nightlands, Ba’al Zevuv, Beelzebub, King of the Fourth Kingdom, or simply, Hades, Lord of the Underworld. Welcome to my Games, champions. Welcome to the Underworld.’





Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


Over the course of many adventures, he’d seen a lot of weird things.


He’d re-erected the capstone on the Great Pyramid of Giza during a dazzling solar event.


He’d seen Stonehenge come alive under the light of a Dark Sun.


Once, deep inside a Roman salt mine, he’d found the tomb of Jesus Christ . . . with Christ’s body still in it.


And he had seen himself revealed as one of the five greatest ‘warriors’ of history: an elite group of influential figures—warriors of battle and ideas—made up of himself, Moses, Genghis Khan, Napoleon and Christ.


But the Underworld? Hell?


Now he knew he was dreaming.


The notion of an afterlife was common to societies all over the world. Every civilisation had one, from the Egyptians to the Mayans to Japan and India and, of course, the three Abrahamic religions: Christianity, Judaism and Islam.


In the Western tradition, the afterlife was divided into two places, Heaven and Hell, and the whole concept was infused with a moral element: good people went to Heaven and bad people went to Hell, a frightening realm located beneath the surface of the Earth, a place of fire, brimstone, and punishment for one’s sins during life.


The afterlife of the Greeks, however, had no such moral element. They called their Hell ‘Tartarus’ and in their myths, the Underworld could actually be accessed by the living, if one could find the entrance. Getting out again, though, was another matter. Only the major Greek heroes—Hercules, Theseus and Odysseus—successfully visited and returned from the Underworld. It was a rite of passage if you were to become a legendary hero.


And it was the Greeks who had bestowed upon the king of this fiery kingdom the name ‘Hades’.


Only Hell isn’t an actual place, Jack’s mind protested.


But then, as his eyes adjusted to the glare of the floodlights illuminating the arena, he began to see the area beyond it, in particular the dark mountain above and behind Hades’s balcony.


It was astonishing.


It leapt skyward, a sharp dagger of black rock that rose high into the air. Various shadowy castles, fortresses, elevators and staircases hung from its flanks, all at different levels and all looking decidedly menacing in the reflected glow of the floodlights.
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One broad castle-like structure ringed the mountain at its waist, five hundred feet above the spot where Jack stood. The lights of many windows dotted it.


The whole mount was oddly similar in shape to the Eiffel Tower: wide at the base but tapering as it rose, at first slowly and then very sharply. Jack couldn’t see what was at the summit—it was too dark up there—but he could make out some kind of netting spreading out from it, netting that blotted out the night sky.


Hades interrupted his thoughts, his voice booming in the enormous space. ‘You have all been brought here as representatives of the four eternal kingdoms to participate in history’s greatest challenge, the Great Games of the Hydra.’


Jack glanced at his fellow champions.


They all looked up at Hades as he spoke. The two minotaurs listened to him with particular attention, their chins raised proudly.


The man to Jack’s left wore desert combat gear, a Marine Corps helmet and reflective anti-flash glasses.


He nodded at Jack’s Homer Simpson t-shirt.


‘Nice shirt, buddy.’


‘If I’d known I was coming to this party,’ Jack said, ‘I would’ve dressed differently.’


‘To prevail here,’ Hades boomed, ‘is to ensure that your name resounds throughout the ages. Songs will be sung about you, epics written, as they have of all past champions of these Games. In these hallowed arenas, tunnels and mazes, heroes have been born and legends have been made.


‘And if I may say so, even before their vital purpose is realised, these Games are already historic. We have several notable champions participating: no less than three sons of kings are representing their fathers here. This is unprecedented.’


The crowd behind Hades tittered and pointed. Jack saw three of his fellow competitors nod toward the spectators.


‘And how could I forget?’ Hades said. ‘We even have the fifth warrior himself competing.’


His piercing gaze swung to face Jack.


Suddenly Jack felt every eye in the arena—competitors’ and spectators’—land on him.


In his silly t-shirt, jeans and oversized boots, he felt like he was in another dream: the one where you went to school without any clothes on.


Hades smiled at Jack. ‘My, my. The fifth greatest warrior himself. Never in the history of the Great Games has one of the five warriors participated. This is momentous.’


Jack was really uncomfortable now. He could feel the accusing glares of his fellow competitors. He wished Hades would shut up about him.


Hades raised his arms.


‘Forty days ago, the Star Chamber—the holiest shrine in my realm—opened for the first time in over three thousand years to welcome the return of the glorious Hydra. Which is why now, in accordance with the ancient laws, we gather to hold our Games. As the lord of this storied realm—one of a long line of lords—it falls to me to be the host and arbiter of these Games. It is a holy duty to preside over the Games and in the performance of that duty, I shall show neither fear nor favour.’


He turned to the well-to-do audience on the bleachers behind him.


‘I cannot be bribed.


‘I will not accept entreaties for mercy.


‘I will not grant special treatment. Not to the highest-born champion or to the lowliest minotaur.


‘I can show neither leniency nor discretion. The rules of the Games are ancient and they are clear. It is my honour to enforce them . . . even if it should mean my own doom. My fellow kings, lords and ladies, distinguished guests and champions. Welcome to my kingdom. Welcome to the Great Games.’





Jack’s mind was racing, trying desperately to keep up.


It was bad enough to wake up, groggy and disoriented, in a strange place and have a man in a bull mask charging at you with a knife. Now he was hearing about Hell and Hades, Star Chambers that hadn’t opened for three thousand years, and something called ‘the glorious Hydra’ which was apparently returning from somewhere.


‘Now then,’ Hades said, nodding at the pair of minotaurs standing outside two of the cells. ‘I see that two of our champions did not pass the First Challenge, so I must—’


‘Wait!’ someone shouted.


Everyone in the arena, including Hades, spun to face the champion standing immediately to Jack’s right.


The crowd of spectators on the bleachers fell silent. They glanced at each other in horror. Some looked at Hades with trepidation.


Jack watched it all closely. So did the Marine to his left.


The man to his right, the one who had called out, was a tall Asian man with a shaved head and a ramrod-straight stance. He wore an olive-coloured t-shirt, green combat trousers and boots. It wasn’t exactly a fighting outfit. More like something you wore in your barracks.


And it suddenly occurred to Jack that this man might have been brought here the same way he had—


‘My name is Jason Chen,’ the man called in English, ‘and I am a captain in the Taiwanese Army, stationed in Taipei! I am here against my will! I was kidnapped! I wish to be released immediately!’


The crowd of spectators watched him with open mouths.


Most of the other champions, Jack saw, now stared forward or downward, trying to ignore the protester.


The entire arena was silent.


Hades’s gaze fell on the Taiwanese man.


‘I. Beg. Your. Pardon?’ Hades said.


The Taiwanese captain stuck out his chest. ‘I said, my name is Jason—’


His head exploded.


It just popped, splattering outward in a hundred fleshy chunks like a pumpkin loaded with firecrackers.


Some blood and brain matter hit Jack’s right cheek. The headless corpse collapsed to the dusty ground beside him, blood pouring from the arteries of the neck, forming a foul pool around Jack’s oversized boots.


Jack snapped to look back up at Hades and saw that a second man had appeared at Hades’s side, stepping out from behind him, an assistant of some sort.


The ‘assistant’ lowered a small remote that he held in one gloved hand.


He was a most distinctive-looking man. He looked like some kind of high priest: he wore a long purple robe and was completely bald.


He also had the bulging eyes of someone with an overactive thyroid gland which, when combined with his bald head, made him look decidedly insect-like.


Horrified at the grisly explosion of his neighbour’s head, Jack checked to see how the spectators on the bleachers were reacting to it.


He saw only casual indifference.


They just sipped their champagne flutes and shook their heads sadly.


Then it hit Jack and his hand flew to his own head, touching the back of his clean-shaven scalp . . .


. . . and he felt it.


A fresh scar, just above the nape of his neck.


That was why they’d shaved his head.


They had surgically implanted something into his neck: a small explosive. The same kind of explosive that had just blown off the Taiwanese captain’s head.


This was how Hades guaranteed obedience.


Jack scanned the other champions and saw that all of them bore similar scars on their necks, plus one other thing: seared into the deformed skin of each man’s surgical scar was a small yellow gemstone of some kind. But the amber-coloured jewel was in no way modern; it was distinctly old. Touching his own scar, Jack could feel the hard edges of the gemstone embedded in it.


What have I been thrown into? Jack thought.


‘Such a pity,’ Hades said. ‘And a pity for his support team, too.’


Hades nodded to his assistant and, up near his balcony, just beneath it, some steel shutters opened, revealing four very peculiar train carriages standing on rails inside an open-faced tunnel sunken into the rockface.


The four carriages looked like the kind of train cars that were once used to transport circus animals: each was fronted by a waist-high fence of plate steel topped with sturdy iron bars. Their roofs were also barred. Jack counted four cells in each carriage, creating a total of sixteen.


Inside each cell he saw four or five people, all peering down at the arena anxiously.


Sixteen cells.


Sixteen champions.


‘Kill Captain Chen’s support team, please,’ Hades said simply.


His bug-eyed assistant raised his remote again and pressed another button on it.


In response, a torrent of a grey liquid came gushing out of the tunnel’s ceiling above one of the train carriages and poured down powerfully into one of its cells.


It looked like cement, Jack thought, a kind of semi-liquid conglomerate. And it was clearly hot, too. As it poured into the cell, it issued great clouds of steam.


And it was also heavy because when it came down it knocked the two men and two women inside the cell off their feet. They fell under the weight of the downward-pouring ooze, screaming as it forced them under.


Soon the screaming stopped and all that remained in the iron cell—judging by the grey ooze dripping over its waist-high front barrier—was a pool of the steaming liquid.


Jesus Christ, Jack thought. They’re hostage chambers.


Hades sighed. ‘As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, two of our champions did not survive the First Challenge. As such, their support teams must also be liquidated.’


He nodded to his assistant. ‘Monsieur Vacheron. Please kill the support teams of the two who failed the First Challenge.’


At Hades’s command, the assistant—Vacheron—pressed his remote again—


—and hot liquid cement was unleashed into two other cells of the train. More screams. More flailing.


When the occupants of the two cells were dead, Hades turned back to the arena.


‘Of course,’ he said, ‘as has always been the case, the deaths of these two champions affords their conquerors the chance to take their places. In the cut and thrust of the Games, there are no social classes. Even the lowliest minotaur can compete against the highest-born champion and pursue the immortality of victory. Please, mark the minotaurs.’


The two minotaurs standing in the line of champions—the two who had evidently killed the other champions in their cells—stepped forward.


Gold stripes were painted on their bull helmets, skin and trousers, differentiating them from the regular black-clad minotaurs standing guard around the arena


As he watched all this in horror and disbelief, a sudden thought struck Jack.


Sixteen champions and sixteen hostage chambers.


So who are my hostages?


‘Oh, God . . .’ Jack breathed, looking up.


His last memory was of visiting Pine Gap. He’d gone there with Lily, Alby, Sky Monster, Horus and the dogs.


And then he saw them and his heart sank.


Peering out from behind the bars of one of the cells of the hostage train, high above the ancient stadium, were his twenty-year-old daughter, Lily, and her loyal friend, Alby Calvin.


Behind them was Jack’s long-time pilot, Sky Monster, his bushy beard and wild hair framing his desperately worried eyes. In front of Lily and Alby, peeking over the waist-high wall of their iron cell, presumably standing on their hind legs, were Jack’s dogs, Ash and Roxy.


‘Oh, God, no,’ Jack said. ‘This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.’


Hades made eye contact with every one of the champions arrayed before him on the floor of the arena.


‘I hope you are all now aware of what awaits your support teams if you fail in any of the challenges of these Games.’


He smiled. ‘I will now hand you over to our Master of the Games, my loyal servant, Monsieur Vacheron.’


The man with the bald head and bulging eyes stepped forward. He gazed at Jack and the other champions in what could only be described as a predatory way.


His shrill voice echoed loud and clear. ‘Lords and ladies! Esteemed guests! Allow me to present to you the arena for the Second Challenge! Open the pit!’
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SECOND CHALLENGE


THE WATER PIT
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Long is the way and hard, that out of Hell leads up to light.


MILTON, PARADISE LOST





CHAMPION PROFILE






	NAME:


	BRIGHAM, GREGORY JOHN







	AGE:


	32







	RANK TO WIN:


	1







	REPRESENTING:


	LAND








PROFILE:


Major Brigham is an officer in the British SAS. Exceptionally skilled in hand-to-hand combat, he is also a man of impeccable breeding.


Educated at Eton. Fast-tracked through the Royal Military College. Distinguished service in Afghanistan and Iraq.


Son and heir to the Duke of Orkney. Betrothed to the daughter of the Duke of Avalon.


Ranked 1st out of 16 to win the Games.


FROM HIS PATRON:


‘My house is very proud to have Major Brigham fighting on its behalf. When he wins these Games, his fame shall echo through the ages. He is my son in all but name. I look forward to giving my daughter to him.’




Orlando, Duke of Avalon,
King of Land








At Vacheron’s words, a colossal mechanism came to life in the arena around Jack.


With a deep rumbling, two huge flat doors set into the floor of the arena split in the middle and as sand cascaded off their edges, the two doors retracted into the walls.


An enormous circular pit opened before Jack.


‘Oh, man,’ he breathed.


The pit dropped away in front of him, at least forty feet deep. It had four concentric levels that descended like giant steps, each fashioned in the shape of a trench. Protruding from the outer walls of the four trenches were large round pipes, each about the size of a man.


In the exact centre of the pit, ringed by the four trenches, stood a circular steep-sided stone pyramid.


The pyramid’s peak lay just below Jack, so that it was fully inside the pit. A narrow path wound up its curving flank, rising to its summit where there stood a beautiful altar.


On that altar was a most magnificent object.


A glowing crystal sphere.


It was about the size of a volleyball and it was absolutely gorgeous. It gave off an eerie golden glow.


At the sight of it, the spectators on the bleachers oohed and aahed.


Even Jack had to admit it was pretty stunning. It glimmered in the artificial glare of the floodlights, entrancing, mesmerising.


Encasing the entire pit-and-pyramid was a taut wire-mesh ceiling.


It looked like a gigantic horizontal spider web. Radiating outward on eight steel arms, it was made of hundreds of fishing line–like wires.


Its function was clear: it allowed Hades and his guests to see down into the pit while at the same time the competitors could not escape from it. Small gates cut into the wire yawned open directly in front of Jack and the fifteen other champions.


There was one final feature of the pit that caught Jack’s gaze: the exit.


Directly above the crystal sphere at the summit of the pyramid was a metal crane arm that hung from the wireframe ceiling. If you crawled across the crane arm, over the width of the broad pit, you arrived at what appeared to be the pit’s only exit.


When he spoke, Vacheron addressed the guests on the royal stage rather than the assembled champions.


‘The Second Challenge for our heroes is a simple water maze. At its centre is one of the nine Golden Spheres of the Ancients. The champion to exit the water maze with the Golden Sphere in his possession wins the challenge and gets the customary reward.’


Straightforward enough, Jack thought. Except for the fact that he saw no water anywhere down there. And what was the ‘customary reward’?


‘They will have to make haste, however,’ Vacheron added, ‘for the last champion to leave the pit will be rewarded with death.’


That’s not good, Jack thought.


‘Of course,’ Vacheron said, ‘it would not be the Great Games if we did not have great hunters.’


The assembled guests murmured keenly at this.


Two towering masked figures arrived beside Hades on his stage.


One wore black, the other white.


At first glance, in their ceremonial helmets, they looked similar to the minotaur Jack had killed in his cell, but as he looked more closely at them, Jack saw significant differences.


First, they were much taller than the minotaurs; hell, these guys were both probably six inches taller than Jack. They were not hairy half-men. They were men.


Then there were their helmets.


High-tech and fearsome, they were not bull helmets. Instead, they were fashioned in the shape of lion heads, male lion heads with great manes.


Lastly, unlike the shorter minotaurs, these two masked men did not have bare chests. They wore lightweight body armour: chest-plates, shoulderplates, combat trousers and steel-toed boots. Only their well-muscled arms were uncovered.


Vacheron gestured toward them. ‘Meet Lord Hades’s greatest hunters, Chaos and Fear. As the champions battle the maze, Chaos and Fear will hunt the champions. Beyond that, there are no rules save for the ancient Rule of the Arena: a champion may keep whatever he can carry from the battlefield, be it a weapon, a treasure or even a gruesome trophy of conquest. Luck to all. Begin!’


At Vacheron’s final command, a great noise erupted and to Jack’s immense confusion, several things happened at once.


Surging torrents of water came bursting out from the pipes in the outer wall of the uppermost trench.


All fifteen of the champions beside Jack leapt off the mark like sprinters at the Olympics, jumping down through the gates in the wire ceiling into the first trench.


Jack paused.


What choice did he have? He glanced up at the barred hostage cell where Lily, Alby and Sky Monster stood staring fearfully down at him. If he didn’t compete in this, they would die.


Screw it, he thought and he slapped on his new bull helmet and jumped down into the maze.
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THE WATER PIT


THE FIRST TRENCH


Jack landed in a grey stone trench that was already knee-deep in sloshing water.


Noises came at him from every side.


Clang! Clang! Clang! The gates in the wire ceiling swung shut above his head.


The roar of the water surging out of the large pipes filled his ears. Thousands of litres were gushing into the trench every second.


The trench wasn’t wide—it could fit perhaps two people across—so it filled fast; but at seven feet deep, it was still high enough to crowd in over Jack.


He saw some of the other champions nearby.


They weren’t wasting time.


They were all clambering up and over the inner wall of the curving trench in an attempt to get to the next, lower level before this one flooded.


And suddenly the whole concept of the pit became clear to Jack. When each concentric trench filled up with water, it would cascade over into the next, then the next.


Once the water hit the bottommost trench, however, it would start rising up again, filling the entire pit, consuming the pyramid before it eventually came level with the fish-wire ceiling.


If you didn’t traverse your way down the trenches and then climb back up the pyramid to the exit crane arm in time, you’d drown when the water reached the wire ceiling and overcame you.


Once again Jack felt like the kid who had arrived at school unprepared for the exam. Everyone else seemed to know what was required but him.


The water was already up to his waist.


He thought for a second that he could wait for the water to rise some more and just ride it over the lip of the trench, but then he remembered the two lion-headed hunters who were coming to hunt them. He couldn’t dawdle.


So Jack copied the others and started for the seven-foot-high inner wall of the trench—


—just as he saw something sweep into the trench, borne on the water, rushing into it from one of the pipes, something large with a speckled sickly green body.


Whatever it was, the animal disappeared beneath the sloshing waves.


‘That can’t be good,’ Jack said aloud.


He dived for the wall, his fingers scrabbling for purchase. Something large brushed against his leg just as he lifted it out of the water and fell over the wall into the next trench in a clumsy heap.


THE SECOND TRENCH


Jack landed hard on the dry stone floor of the second trench, the landing making his bull helmet fall askew. He threw it off and looked up—


—to see one of the two gold-painted minotaurs rushing at him with a knife!


Jack raised his own knife, the one he’d taken from the original minotaur attacker in his cell, and deflected the blow, falling backwards at the force of the attack.


That must have been an unspoken rule of these Games, Jack thought: the combatants were free to kill any of their competitors at any time, as one less competitor gave you a better chance to win.


The golden minotaur swung again with his knife and Jack blocked the blow.


Then with a deafening roar, water came blasting out of the huge pipes on this level and it too began filling with water.


The gold minotaur kept advancing on Jack, swinging and slashing, and Jack back-pedalled, desperately fending off the frenzied assault.


But then moving backwards in this way, Jack stumbled into a column of water gushing from a pipe and slipped and fell.


The minotaur, knowing that it had him, lunged through the water at Jack—just as another large animal came rushing out of the pipe, carried on the water, and slammed into the minotaur, knocking him off his feet!


Jack propped himself onto his elbows to see some kind of fish—it was gigantic, easily eight feet long—mauling the hapless minotaur.


The minotaur’s helmet came loose and the half-man screamed as the fish tore at him.


But then the minotaur started hacking at the fish with his knife and blood fanned out into the water.


Amid all the hacking and splashing, Jack got a good look at the animal.


It was a fish all right, one of the ugliest fish in the world.


It also gave him a clue as to where he was.


It was a giant catfish, Bagarius yarrelli. Jack could tell by the flat head, the long greenish body with mottled spots, the vicious teeth, but most of all by its nasty-looking ‘barbels’—the long stringy filaments that extended out from its snout like cat’s whiskers.


The giant catfish was a creature of southern Asia, ranging from the swamps of Vietnam to the deltas of Pakistan and the rivers of India.


Am I somewhere in southern Asia . . . ?


That didn’t concern him now. As the now-helmetless golden minotaur got the better of the fish, the water from the first trench started overflowing into this one, and suddenly it began to fill even faster. The minotaur ignored Jack and leapt over into the next trench.


‘Son of a bitch, this doesn’t stop,’ Jack breathed as he dived for the next wall, looped an elbow onto it, hoisted himself over it and tumbled downward again.





THE THIRD TRENCH


Jack landed with a splash inside the third trench.


Water was already flowing here. The helmetless golden minotaur scampered away to the left. No other champions could be seen. Jack figured his scuffle with the minotaur had allowed them to get well ahead.


He stood . . . just as he spied one of the lion-headed hunters—the black one, Chaos—striding around the bend from the right and raising a crossbow mounted on one of his forearm guards.


The crossbow fired . . . on a reflex, Jack dived clear . . . and the bolt whistled past him.


Jack landed in the water, lifting his head to take a breath, just as a giant catfish came lunging at him! He rolled again and the fish rushed by.


Jack was on his back now, half floating in the water, face up, feet up.


The hunter dressed as a black lion continued to advance on him, raising the crossbow on his other forearm guard.


Jack had no defence.


The hunter fired.


Shwack!


The crossbow bolt slammed into the heel of Jack’s left boot: the woefully oversized boot he had taken from the minotaur who had attacked him earlier. But the boot’s sole was thick enough to absorb the bolt and Jack was, amazingly, unharmed.


Jack wasn’t sure who was more surprised, him or Black Lion dude.


He wasn’t going to stay and find out.


As water began to cascade over the upper wall of this trench—and now with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his left heel—he dived awkwardly over into the fourth and final trench.


THE FOURTH TRENCH


Once again, Jack landed in water, only this time it was waist deep. The flooding was accelerating.


He saw the pyramid rising above him, the only way out.


The other champions were indeed well ahead of him. They were clambering up the pyramid, using either the ramp that spiralled up the outside of the almost-vertical structure or some hand- and footholds cut into its flanks.


A great cheer rose up as the leading champion reached the summit, grabbed the crystal sphere and held it aloft. He was a tall guy with a square jaw covered with rough ginger stubble. Kitted out in a flak jacket, lightweight hockey helmet and combat boots, he looked to Jack a lot like a Navy SEAL or an SAS trooper.


The ginger-bearded trooper dived into the crane arm above the pyramid and crawled through it to the exit where he was met by more rousing cheers from the spectators.


Jack swore.


No cheers for me. I’ll be happy just to get out of this pit alive.


He reached for the nearest handhold in the wall of the pyramid only to feel something clamp down on his right foot and yank him underwater.


A giant catfish had his right boot clenched tightly in its ugly jaws!


Jack lashed out with his left boot, kicking hard until—disgustingly—he stabbed the catfish in the eye with the crossbow bolt protruding from the heel of his boot.


The fish released him and Jack resurfaced, gasping.


Suddenly a colossal amount of water came tumbling over the trench wall above him, pouring over it in an unbroken stream: water from all three of the upper trenches was now cascading into this, the lowest level.


In an instant, Jack was neck deep in sloshing water.


It was like the water itself was chasing him.


He reached for the handholds cut into the wall of the pyramid again and started climbing up its side as fast as he could.





[image: Image]


SCALING THE PYRAMID


Soaking wet, heaving for breath, his fingers shaking as they grabbed each handhold, Jack climbed the almost-vertical pyramid, pursued by the ever-rising water.


It was rising faster than he could climb. It rose up his body: over his knees, then his belt, then his ribs.


Jack looked up as he climbed, to see how far he had to go, when something flashed across his field of vision, something white, leaping across from the last trench wall onto the side of the pyramid.


It was the white lion-headed hunter.


Jack watched in horror as the white lion—Fear—landed on the side of the pyramid above him and grabbed the ankle of one of the other champions scaling the structure: one of the gold-painted minotaurs, the one who had lost his helmet while struggling with the catfish before.


Then, very deliberately, Fear leapt off the pyramid, taking the gold minotaur with him!


Both the white lion and gold minotaur fell down the face of the pyramid and splashed into the water right beside Jack.


The minotaur surfaced first, arms paddling, trying to swim back to the pyramid.


But then, as Jack watched from only a few feet away, Fear grabbed the minotaur, took him under, and held him under.


For a brief moment, the water sloshed over Jack’s head and in the muffled underwater spectrum he heard the mechanical wheezing of a scuba-diving regulator.


And he realised: the lion-shaped helmet that Fear wore had some kind of breathing apparatus inside it.


This wasn’t a fair fight.


Fear was going to hold the gold minotaur under until he drowned—


No sooner had the thought hit Jack than something large splashed into the water on his other side and a strong hand suddenly gripped his right boot.


It was the other hunter, the black lion named Chaos.


He yanked Jack down with tremendous force and Jack had time for one last deep breath before he went under.


Underwater.


It was grimly silent down here compared to the roaring world of gushing water above.


Jack saw Chaos beneath him, gripping his right boot, holding him under, using the helmet-mask to breathe.


He saw the gold minotaur beside him—still in the grasp of the white lion named Fear—struggling desperately, before the minotaur went limp and simply hovered in the void, dead.


Jack tried using the crossbow bolt sticking out from his left heel as he’d done earlier with the catfish. He unleashed a kick aimed at Chaos’s throat, only to see the arrow bounce off the thick armoured neckguard that Chaos wore.


Jesus . . .


Chaos kept gripping his other boot.


Jack wriggled and bucked and kicked with all his might, until—with a sudden jerk—his oversized right boot came off completely!


Jack planted his now naked foot on Chaos’s lion helmet and pushed off it. He shot upward and resurfaced, gasping for air.


Thanks to the still-rising water, when he surfaced Jack found himself three-quarters of the way up the pyramid.


This was good and bad.


Good because he was closer to the summit.


Bad because at his current rate of climbing, the water would beat him there and he still had to crawl through the crane arm to the exit.


He gritted his teeth. Grim determination swept through him.


I’m not going to die here.


I can’t stop now. I won’t stop now.


I’m gonna get through this.


Jack snatched the nearest handhold cut into the stone and climbed. Climbed fast, as fast he could, racing the rising water.


It was going to beat him to the top.


But he kept going anyway.


Water swirled and sloshed around him. Giant catfish whooshed past him. They came so close their whip-like whiskers lashed his body.


He reached the peak of the pyramid long after the last champion had left the pit, at the exact moment that the rising water flooded the summit. Now the entire forty-foot pyramid, which had once stood proudly in the centre of the pit, was completely submerged.


Jack saw the horizontal crane arm barely three feet away from him, stretching away for about seventy feet to the exit. The wire roof of the pit was right above it.


He dived for the crane arm as the relentlessly rising water swept up through its steel bars and consumed the whole crane arm and Jack as well.
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Seen from the viewing balcony, the entire circular pit was now completely filled with water.


It looked like a perfectly round pool, rippling with low waves. The shadows of several giant catfish could be seen prowling under the surface.


Hades’s two huntsmen, the black and white figures of Chaos and Fear, were allowed to emerge from the entry gates.


The water went still.


There was no sign of Jack.


The crane arm led to a single hole cut into the floor of the arena and it, too, was now filled with water. It looked like a flooded manhole.


Hades watched it, curious.


The spectators watched it, hushed.


The other champions—soaking wet and breathing hard—watched it, waiting.


From their hostage carriage high above the arena, Lily, Alby and Sky Monster watched it, holding their breath.


No movement.


No nothing.


No Jack.





And then there was a splash of water in the exit hole and Jack’s head appeared.


He crawled out of it on his belly, panting, heaving, gasping for air, dripping from head to toe in his jeans, t-shirt and single over-sized boot.


He rolled onto his back, sucking in oxygen.


‘Fifth warrior!’ Hades called from his balcony. ‘You are the last to emerge.’


Jack felt his blood run cold. Had he just survived all that only to have his head blown off now?


Hades smiled.


‘Yet one other never left the pit, one of the promoted golden minotaurs,’ Hades said. ‘So while you are the last to emerge, you have not come last in this challenge. You have earned the right to continue in the Games.’


He smiled at Jack, looking like he had very much enjoyed frightening the daylights out of him.


Hades turned to the tall man with the ginger stubble holding the crystal sphere.


‘You. Champion. State your name and your house.’


The champion removed his lightweight helmet to reveal a head of closely-shaved orange hair. He spoke in a polished British accent. ‘I am Major Gregory Brigham, Your Majesty, from Her Majesty’s Special Air Service, the SAS. I represent the mighty and glorious Deus Rex, the Kingdom of Land.’


Hades said, ‘You have won the Second Challenge so you are entitled to the traditional reward: anything that is in my power to give, you may have. All you have to do is name it.’


Major Brigham nodded. He seemed aware of this honour.


He jerked his chin at the champion next to him: a shaven-headed man wearing the combat fatigues of the American Army Rangers.


Brigham said, ‘I would like this gentleman to be killed, please.’


Jack was gobsmacked.


Had he heard that right? Had the British guy just asked for the man beside him to be killed?


Hades shrugged. ‘So be it.’


He nodded to Vacheron and Vacheron keyed his remote.


Blam!


The American’s head exploded and his headless body crumpled to the ground.


Only Jack seemed horrified. Everyone else around him seemed to accept it without comment, as if they had expected it.


A moment later, a heavy gush of liquid stone thundered into one of the chambers in the hostage train—presumably that of the dead Ranger’s hostages—drowning all its occupants.


When the cruel ceremony was over, Vacheron turned to the spectators. ‘The Second Challenge has been run and won. We shall let our champions adjourn for a short while to tend to their wounds and consult with their support teams, but not for long. The Third Challenge awaits.’


The spectators cheered.


Jack sagged with relief.





Lily threw her arms around Jack in a deep relieved hug when he entered the hostage carriage a few minutes later.


The two dogs, their tails wagging furiously, bounced up to him as well. Roxy, the smaller of the two, a little black poodle, barked with unconcealed delight.


Jack returned Lily’s embrace, holding her tight, closing his eyes. She was truly a young woman now, lean and beautiful, twenty years old, with long raven-black hair, olive skin, and a razor-sharp mind.


As he held her tightly, Jack glanced at Alby.


‘This isn’t a dream, is it?’ Jack said.


‘Definitely not a dream,’ Alby replied. ‘But we are through the looking glass, down the rabbit hole and certainly not in Kansas anymore.’


Alby was a different kid, too. Gone was the short, bespectacled, deaf, black nerd he’d been when he was eleven. Now he was twenty-one and while he still wore glasses—classy rimless ones—and a discreet hearing aid, he stood the same height as Jack.


Having been accelerated through his final two years of high school, he’d been fast-tracked to Caltech. It had been amazing for him. He’d blossomed there and he now spoke with a quiet and assured confidence that Jack liked.


Sky Monster clapped a hand on Jack’s shoulder. The big bushy-bearded New Zealander shook his head. ‘Hades? The Underworld? Creepy dudes in animal helmets? What is this place, Jack? And how did we get here?’
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A GIRL NAMED LILY


PART V
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	THE SIMPSON DESERT
AUSTRALIA










In the years after they saved the world in 2008, life was good for the members of the West household.


For Jack, after discovering that he was the fifth of the ‘Five Greatest Warriors’ mentioned in an ancient prophecy and surviving a terrible showdown against his father in a giant underground shrine beneath Easter Island, the quiet life on his outback farm was just the ticket.


Long morning walks, reading books, going for drives in his Land Cruiser over the endless expanse of desert and generally avoiding cataclysmic world-ending events; he loved it.


War veterans often said the same thing: once you have encountered the adrenalised exhilaration of combat, you either step away from the world entirely because you can’t stand its more stupid elements or you re-up for more action.


For Jack’s wife, Zoe, it was largely the same. She and Jack would sip their morning coffees on the deck, watching the sun rise above the dead-flat horizon. Although truth be told, she was perhaps still a little more restless for adventure than Jack—Zoe liked to fly off to see what their old friends were up to on archaeological digs at remote places or at special seminars given at the elite museums of the world.


For Lily, their adopted daughter, however, life was much different: she had grown up.


She had been eleven during the heady events of 2008. And after helping to save the world, what did an eleven-year-old girl want?


A puppy, of course.


A trip to the city of Adelaide had been arranged and Jack, Zoe and Lily had visited a rescue shelter for dogs.


Lily had instantly fallen in love with a shy labrador named Ash. A gentle dog, Ash had flunked out of Guide Dog school because she wasn’t assertive enough, and her douchebag owners, when they suddenly moved overseas, had dumped her at the shelter on the way to the airport.
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