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      PROLOGUE

      Pain.

      Searing, unbearable pain.

      Nothing.

      Light. Brilliant and white.

      Nothing.

      What’s that sound? Is that my heartbeat? Stop, it hurts.

      Nothing.

      God, I’m so thirsty.

      Pain.

      There’s something I have to do …

      Nothing.

      Something I …

      Panic.

      Who … Who … am I?






      PART 1

      ANOTHER DAY IN HISTORY

      
      ‘And when they come, they’ll find me here.

      
      I will not run, they will not see my fear.

      
      And I will fight, to the very end.

      
      Before that wind, I will never bend.’

      
      ‘Eastern Wind’, Christopher Davison

      
      
      
      ROME, 33 AD

      
      The wind whipped the arena sands into a frenzy, stinging his skin and catching in his throat, but the condemned man paid it
         no heed.
      

      
      Bronze-tanned and rippling in the sun, Saul the gladiator strode forward. He squinted as perspiration trickled into his eyes,
         borne not of exertion but rather of fear – the fear that came with knowledge of certain death. Death itself was not the problem,
         but instead, what it brought with it. In death lay defeat, and in defeat lay failure.
      

      
      Failure was not an option, and yet there seemed no way he could survive this battle. His gaze curved in a slow arc around
         the arena. There were a hundred gladiators here, but it felt like a thousand. A lucky blow, a knife in the back, a slip on
         some slick pool of blood … it could be over in an instant.
      

      
      Jets of perfumed water blasted into the air, propelled by a miracle of Roman engineering. Drums and trumpets electrified the
         air until finally, looking down on the whole scene from his place in the crowd, Caesar himself stood. In moments the Royåle
         would begin, and a hundred gladiators would fight until the red elixir of life was emptied from their limp bodies by last
         beats of their failing hearts. The sands would be stained, and they would all be dead.
      

      
      Death. Defeat. Failure.

      
      There was more at stake than anyone here could know. Striding forward once more, Saul thought of his mother …

      




      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      NORTH CAROLINA, UNITED STATES, 2014

      
      Shaun Strickland was breaking the speed limit, and not just by a little – nearly double – as he navigated his way out of the
         city. His mind was elsewhere, racing through the growing possibilities. He squinted as perspiration trickled into his eyes,
         borne not of exertion but rather of anticipation of what was to come. This was it. Finally.
      

      
      His mind drifted back to an hour ago, to the moment before his phone rang as he made his way to the staff lunch room at Masonville
         High. The physics class he had been teaching stampeded out of the room like cattle at the sound of their beloved bell. The
         bell was about the only thing that was always on time in this monotonous, backwater town.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps they should scrap GMT and use the Masonville High school bell to coordinate the rest of the world,’ he had thought
         as he began to pack up his belongings from the desk.
      

      
      Perhaps indeed, his brain agreed. It often spoke to him, either to aid in his work or to chastise him for some shortcoming or folly. What
         it had to say wasn’t always what Shaun wanted to hear, but usually what he needed to.
      

      
      At just thirty-three, Shaun Strickland was the very manifestation of a human sigh. He had gathered an armful of papers and
         let his hand drift down to his pocket, his fingers fiddling with his keys and the novelty keyring he had received for his
         last birthday: a lighter in the shape of a pistol. He didn’t smoke, but he found it useful for lighting Bunsen burners in
         chemistry class. He had considered taking the pistol to the carelessly completed class quizzes he was now carrying; it would
         save him a whole lot of time marking them tonight, but he decided against it. Barely.
      

      
      Despite having the ability to push the boundaries of science, Shaun had made his choice to stay in his hometown long ago.
         Though he often felt under-appreciated, he tried not to focus on where he would be if he had left town as his brother had.
         In fact, the high-school science teacher was content to bide his time, because when he left work at the end of the day he went home to the most beautiful and amazing
         woman he could have ever hoped to meet. No, it really wasn’t so bad. He thought about her at each frustrating tick of the
         clock as the hours stretched away, and inevitably a smile came to his lips. Lauren.
      

      
      He was walking up the stairs thinking about her as his cell phone rang. Speak of the—

      
      ‘Hey!’ he said, instantly smiling. ‘What’s up? Making sure I get the apples? I’m all over it—’

      
      ‘Shaun, listen to me,’ she cut him off. ‘You know how you said that if anything arrived in the mail that looked important,
         I should open it?’
      

      
      ‘Uh, yeah …’

      
      ‘Even if it’s addressed to you?’ She sounded unusually excited about the mail.

      
      ‘Lauren, what’s going on?’ He pictured her gold-streaked hair framing a mischievous grin. Something was up.

      
      ‘Well, a letter came today. It’s from England. From Cambridge University.’

      
      He paused on the steps. ‘What did it say?’

      
      ‘Even if it’s addressed to you.’

      
      ‘Stop holding out!’

      
      ‘They want you to go to England!’

      
      ‘What?’ Shaun shouted, oblivious to the sudden stares of students moving past him.

      
      ‘Really! They say something about you sending a paper there and they want you to deliver a speech – at some sort of conference.’

      
      The blood drained from Shaun’s face. He was still holding the phone, but he could no longer feel it in his hand. He knew exactly
         what Lauren was talking about.
      

      
      Early on, he had found out that trying to describe the beauty and elegance of complex physics theories was challenging; always
         fraught with misinterpretation. He knew that he needed to show the theory for it to be grasped. Like a painting, words could
         not do what a cursory glance could; show the painting and instantly the intangible is understood. He longed to have the ability
         to test his theories, to show the world rather than have to try to explain complex mathematics in a language as inadequate
         as English.
      

      
      He took comfort in the fact that most of the great ideas in physics arose long before the means to test them existed. Einstein
         called it the ‘thought experiment’, and was a huge fan of running a train of thought through to its logical conclusion to prove his ideas. The catch was, of course, that until you tested something for
         real you never really knew. So it was Shaun’s late-night study sessions that became thought experiments: page upon page of
         complex theory explained in painstaking detail.
      

      
      If his days were spent battling teenage lethargy, his nightly work was a complete euphoric escape. When Lauren fell asleep,
         which she did around nine-thirty most nights, he would retire to his study, click on a Beatles or Pink Floyd CD and start
         to write. He would write and research and test and calculate and work his brain like an athlete works their muscles. It was
         a space where his mind could run without restriction, where he could speak a language few others understood.
      

      
      During the long evenings, revelations flooded his dust-coloured room with light. But they were his alone. His conceptual ability
         would have been astounding if anyone around him had understood enough to be astounded. No one did. There were two downfalls
         to this: it made him frustrated, and it made him bitter.
      

      
      He was bitter that there was no one to share his ideas with, no one who could join him. He was bitter when he heard students
         talk about the whimsical stories they heard in church on Sunday. The ridiculous superstitions made him want to scream. If
         they understood anything about the science of the real world, they wouldn’t waste their time.
      

      
      The other teachers always thought he looked a little sad, prompting concerned questions such as, ‘Everything all right, Shaun?’
         or ‘You look a little tired, Shaun, you sleepin’ okay?’ He always smiled and nodded pleasantly.
      

      
      Lauren would look in on him occasionally, late at night, squinting at the scrawled pages stacked on his desk. She knew that
         he wouldn’t abandon a half-explained theory, so she would tell him the time and ruffle his hair and trundle back to bed with
         a concerned frown on her sleep-crinkled face.
      

      
      Most of his ideas, he knew, were too fanciful to be taken seriously, and far too impractical to ever be tested, at least in
         his lifetime. He sent the papers out anyway. He had sent them to anywhere he thought there might be minds that could understand
         them – to universities, research institutions and private companies – but he had never heard back. Not once. Not until now.
      

      
      ‘There’s just one thing,’ Lauren said, still on the phone. ‘They want you there tomorrow.’

      
      ‘What?’ Shaun snapped back to reality.

      
      
      ‘It says here. Hang on, let me read it to you:

      
      

         ‘Dear Mr Strickland,
         

         I am writing to formally invite you to present a lecture at our annual Worldwide Developers’ Conference, to be held on 14
               June here in Cambridge. The conference is a convergence of the latest advancements and theories in science, and after having
               received your paper entitled “Holes in Space”, we think you would be an excellent candidate to deliver our keynote presentation.
         

         Should you accept our offer, please contact our office during business hours.
         

         Your expenses will be covered by the university and your flights have been pre-booked pending your confirmation.
         

         We look forward to receiving your acceptance and seeing you in person on 14 June.
         

         Sincerely,
         

         Professor MS Landus, Phd

      



      
      ‘… then there’s some phone numbers and an address,’ Lauren finished.

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘Shaun? Shaun, you still there?’

      
      His mind reeled, and although he commanded his mouth to move, it wouldn’t respond.

      
      ‘Shaun? This is good, right? This is one of the places you sent your work to?’

      
      ‘Ah, yeah, this is good,’ Shaun finally replied. ‘I’ll be home in twenty minutes. I’ve got to …’

      
      But he wasn’t thinking about the phone anymore; he had already hung up. He turned slowly, looking back down the stairs towards
         the front office. The professor who had sent the letter was someone whose work Shaun admired, listening to hours of his podcasts
         over the years, but the research paper the letter mentioned had been sent to the university in Cambridge more than seven years
         ago. Right now he wasn’t able to register how strange that was.
      

      
      He had to … had to what? Had to, yes, get his classes covered, and something about getting apples … would Lauren still want
         to bake the pie? Would she be mad at him if he didn’t bring home the apples? The shock of her call caused him to lose all
         perspective.
      

      
      Walking through the front office to the car park, he called back to the receptionist.

      
      
      ‘Gladys, I think you might want to find a sub for me for a couple of days.’

      
      A small lady with trifocal glasses looked up from the screen she was staring at.

      
      ‘You sleepin’ all right, Shaun? You do look tired. Not feelin’ well?’

      
      ‘Uh, yeah, not too well at all.’

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Shaun’s Chevron screeched to a halt in the driveway of his home. The drive had given him some time to process the information
         and let it sink in.
      

      
      ‘Lauren!’ he bellowed as he burst through the door to find Lauren in the lounge room bending over two open suitcases and folding
         a pair of jeans. He kicked off his shoes and slid dramatically across the wooden floorboards. With arms outstretched he came
         to a stop, ‘I forgot the apples!’
      

      
      She looked up and laughed before rushing over to him, throwing her arms around his neck. ‘Oh, baby, I’m so proud of you! We’re
         gonna have the best time. I’ve never even been out of the state, and now we’re going to England.’
      

      
      He hugged her tiny frame and kissed her passionately. Then, and only then, he heard what she had just said.

      
      ‘We?’ He looked down at her, holding her shoulders and searching her face. She was beaming.

      
      ‘Of course we! You didn’t think I was going to miss out on a chance to go to England, did you? Shopping in Soho and Knightsbridge,
         riding on the red buses and seeing Big Ben, maybe we can visit Buckingham Palace?’
      

      
      Shaun looked past her and saw the two suitcases open on the couch next to their passports. Sure enough, one was filled with
         a neat stack of his standard attire: plain T-shirts, jeans and a couple of button-down shirts for what she called ‘fancy’
         occasions. The second case was nearly empty, but almost all of Lauren’s wardrobe was piled up next to it.
      

      
      ‘Uh …’ He unhooked Lauren’s arms from around his neck. He found it hard to look into her eyes to deliver the news. ‘You know
         I’d love you to come with me more than anything, but we just can’t afford a plane ticket to England right now. I’m not even
         sure if I’m going yet. I’ve still got to call and confirm and see if I can get on a flight.’
      

      
      ‘All done! And they’ve booked me a seat next to you. We don’t have to pay for a thing.’

      
      
      Shaun turned his head a little and looked at her sceptically. ‘You’ve already called the university?’

      
      ‘I called them right after I called you. Well, maybe a bit before, but the point is that it’s all done. Though they seemed
         a bit puzzled because the woman thought we’d already confirmed last week. Anyway, we’ve got tickets on a flight out of Charlotte
         tonight.’
      

      
      It was all happening so quickly. His analytical mind ticked through the strangeness of the circumstances, but he didn’t dwell.

      
      ‘Tonight? But we only just found out. And Charlotte? I can’t get a flight to Charlotte now; there won’t be any domestic flights
         out till morning.’
      

      
      ‘That’s why I packed us a bunch of turkey-and-cranberry sandwiches. I’ve been starving lately and we won’t have time to stop
         for dinner if we’re going to get there by eleven. See, you’re finally going to get the attention you deserve, and the world
         will see how smart you are.’
      

      
      ‘Eleven tonight?’ Shaun did the math in his head. It was a six-hour drive to the airport in Charlotte, and they were supposed
         to check-in well ahead of time. He looked at his watch. ‘We’d have to leave now. Right now.’
      

      
      ‘We?’ Lauren looked at him with the girlish glint in her eye he had come to love and mistrust all at the same time.

      
      A broad smile spread across his face. ‘How quickly can you pack?’
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      The road to Charlotte seemed endless: a mass of greenery and bends that made Shaun motion sick as he thumbed through his manuscript.

      
      ‘What did you tell your dad?’ he asked when he finally paused to look up again at the horizon to try to stop the world from
         swaying.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t.’

      
      Shaun looked across at his wife. She kept her eyes steady, but the muscles in her jaw twitched as her mouth became a grin.

      
      ‘He just would have hassled me about work. I’ll call him in the morning and tell him I can’t be there on Monday.’

      
      ‘In the morning we’ll be on a plane, Lauren. You know how hard I’ve worked to get him to accept me, so if he thinks I’ve dragged
         you away from work for nothing, that’ll be it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not for nothing, it’s for your big break. And I’ve already married you, remember? You don’t need his permission anymore.
         We’re not teenagers, Shaun; he can’t keep me locked up in that little town forever, and he definitely can’t keep me from shopping
         in Soho.’
      

      
      
      Like Shaun, Lauren dreamed of travel, of getting out of Masonville. She fantasised about moving to LA to do make-up and special
         FX for the stars. She loved cinema, costumes and the theatre. At college her tutors had told her she was bursting with potential,
         but her father had seen an end to all that, insisting she work in the family business. But she still dreamed, and Shaun loved
         watching the way she sparkled when she spoke of ignoring her parents’ expectations and doing something really interesting
         – something more than raising kids and baking pies. She would make people beautiful.
      

      
      Shaun knew that she hated working for her father’s business, and didn’t see tobacco farming as a noble pursuit in life. But
         he also knew that she was determined to honour her family, at least until she and Shaun had the money to move. And, as she
         always said as she slumped on the couch after a day of meetings, ‘Life is full of sacrifices.’
      

      
      She turned back to the road as Shaun sighed and rubbed his eyes. It was already seven, and getting dark outside. He looked
         back down to his papers and sighed again. He had moved on from the field of space–time years ago after becoming frustrated
         with an impasse he could not breach. Doing a crash course in his own theory again after so long was tougher than he had expected.
      

      
      ‘They’re going to have questions about this stuff,’ he said. ‘They’re going to have a whole bunch of questions I can’t answer.’

      
      ‘There’s nothing you can’t answer, baby,’ Lauren beamed with her trademark optimism.

      
      ‘I wish that were true.’ Shaun forced a laugh. Every day he faced questions he could not answer, but not because the questions
         were hard.
      

      
      To Shaun, the science of how the very fabric of space, time and the universe was formed was as intuitive as breathing. He
         could not imagine anything more interesting. But then, he did have a problem. Apart from not realising that he was intellectually swamping his students,
         Shaun Strickland’s problem was – he did not realise that he was brilliant.
      

      
      Shaun was reminded of a lesson just this morning as he struggled to get through to his class.

      
      ‘… it’s called the “Doppler effect”, and so the sound of the siren gets higher as it approaches you, because it’s catching
         up to the soundwaves it’s making. It’s moving towards them and therefore they’re shorter, and a shorter wavelength means a
         higher pitch. Then the ambulance passes you, and … vaaarooommm, it’s moving away from you, so it’s soundwaves are stretched
         out, making them longer and therefore the pitch is …?’
      

      
      
      He took a moment to stare at the board. A neat scrawl of his handiwork and a logical, coherent train of thought, all there
         in white chalk. He knew that when he turned around, not one of the blank faces from North Carolina’s Masonville grade ten
         would have a clue what he’d been talking about. He therefore savoured the moment for just a second longer before he turned.
      

      
      And there it was.

      
      ‘So, it gets deeper like?’ It was Tom Charbell, a boy who resembled a tree, who spoke. It was actually more than Shaun had
         expected. He sighed, smiled and took a breath to answer.
      

      
      The bell. The stampede.

      
      Shaun continued as if his class were still sitting before him, instead of halfway down the hall.

      
      ‘That’s right, Tommy. The same thing happens with light,’ he sighed. ‘An object moving towards us is catching up to its light
         waves, making the wavelength shorter and tinting the object blue. An object moving away is the opposite. The light arrives
         with its waves stretched out, and has a shift towards red. It’s how we know the universe is expanding …’
      

      
      ‘Why do we have to learn this stuff anyway?’ He heard someone grumble as the kids shuffled past. That was the question he
         couldn’t answer. If they didn’t know why, he couldn’t tell them.
      

      
      No, it wasn’t that the questions were hard. What was hard was motivation.
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      They had been on the road just shy of four hours when the last rays failed. They had agreed that Lauren would drive until
         it got too dark for Shaun to read. Unlike many people, public speaking wasn’t something that fazed Shaun. Probably, he thought,
         because having an audience that was keen to hear him, that had a vested interest in what he was talking about, was a luxury
         compared to ninth-grade boys who seemed to have mastered little more than the projectile physics of throwing ‘spit-balls’
         at the board.
      

      
      Now, though, Shaun was tired. Lauren was going strong, and insisted that he should get some rest and that she could sleep
         on the plane.
      

      
      Shaun’s wife knew he was brilliant, although she often didn’t understand what he was talking about. Not that it mattered.
         There was no one she would rather be with. Some girls were impressed by muscles, but it seemed that Lauren got off on neurons,
         on having someone who always knew what to do, someone she could trust completely.
      

      
      
      Shaun’s head bounced against the window in an irregular rhythm … thunk thunk, ka, thunk thunk … he didn’t really notice. He was tired and knew that he should drive soon. Waking from a minor doze, he adjusted the papers
         on his lap so he could put them into his bag. Through weary eyes he looked up at the road ahead, just in time to see something
         burst from the forest and out into their headlights.
      

      
      Lauren never had a chance. She screamed, shattering the blanket of lethargy in which Shaun had wrapped himself. The tyres
         screeched as the back end of the Chevron fishtailed, but it was all too late. The impact came with a sickening thud, and it
         happened while the car, weighing more than a tonne, was still travelling fast. The full momentum of the vehicle slammed into
         the object, sending it sailing down the road. Papers flew from Shaun’s lap, slamming against the dashboard and exploding in
         a frenzy of white chaos. His arms sprang out against the roof and side of the cabin to secure himself as Lauren fought the
         wheel, struggling with the weight of the car and trying to keep them straight to avoid rolling. The coffee she had been sipping
         splattered on the inside of the windscreen, burning her face as it splashed back over the cabin.
      

      
      Then it was over.

      
      All at once the car came to a stop.

      
      Silence.

      
      Lauren’s hands gripped the wheel, her knuckles white, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps. Even though the car had stopped,
         Shaun found his arms wedged in place. His heart pounded in his ears. He felt sick, the aftermath of receiving a sudden jolt
         of adrenaline into his tired body. Breathing deeply, he looked over at Lauren. She stared straight ahead.
      

      
      ‘Are you okay?’ No response. ‘Lauren.’

      
      She flinched back with a short yelp and looked over at him, her eyes focusing.

      
      ‘Are you okay?’ he repeated, slowing his own breathing.

      
      She paused as if doing a self-assessment. ‘I’m okay, I’m okay …’

      
      ‘All right, just breathe … I think we hit a deer.’

      
      Lauren stared straight ahead.

      
      ‘That was no deer.’

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Mist rose up from the ground, causing the thick yellow headlights to appear opaque in the surrounding darkness. The car shot
         its beam diagonally across the road, firing into the trees. The road that could be seen was empty, and the buzz and click
         of forest insects punctuated the silence. Thirty feet from the car an object lay still, large, unmoving.
      

      
      The sound of Shaun’s door opening creaked loudly as it resonated in the night and pierced the air. His feet crunched on the
         gravel as he stepped forward cautiously, leaving the door ajar in case he needed to retreat. The engine rumbled to life as
         the car started up again. He looked back at Lauren’s silhouette moving her head around trying to get a clear view.
      

      
      ‘Just back up a bit, straighten her out.’ Shaun could see his breath carried off by a gentle breeze as he spoke. He shivered
         involuntarily, and zipped up his jacket, all the while stepping slowly towards the object lying still on the tarmac. The large
         black four-wheel drive reversed and swung around so its headlights pointed out onto the road ahead. He squinted off into the
         darkness beyond the lights. Whatever they hit was still out there, at the edge of the cone created by the low beam. He edged
         forward.
      

      
      ‘Switch it to high,’ he called back to Lauren. She had never been good with shocks, and moving the car was keeping her mind
         occupied; he didn’t want to give the panic a chance to take hold.
      

      
      Coming around the front, Shaun saw the windscreen and grille. They were covered with blood. The coffee spilled on the inside
         of the windscreen had initially obscured their view, but now he saw it clearly.
      

      
      ‘Je-sus!’ Shaun exclaimed at the sight. Then, as Lauren flicked on the high beam he followed the light to the object on the
         road. It had flown so far – a full thirty feet from where the car had stopped – and now lay motionless. Large, brownish and
         steaming from warmth in the cold night air, it looked like an animal. Whatever it was, it was alive, or had been until they
         hit it. He moved forward. What was that? Was it wrapped in something? He started to move faster as a chill shot through his
         body. No, no, no.
      

      
      
      Shaun broke into a run for the last twenty feet. He could not believe it. He looked back over his shoulder and waved to Lauren
         to bring the car up. It was his turn to panic. As the tyres crackled and popped on the asphalt he looked down at the shape
         at his feet. It was the shape of a man.
      

      
      At first he didn’t believe what he was seeing – nothing could have prepared him for this – but with a quick shake of his head,
         Shaun threw off the remnants of shock and knelt down, reaching out with one hand to check for a pulse. He hesitated as he
         got a better look at the figure under the increasing light of the approaching headlights. My God, he thought, who is this guy?
      

      
      The figure lay in a fetal position facing away from the car. He was clothed in what appeared to be layers upon layers of rags.
         He was impossibly dirty, filth, grime and now blood covering the tattered clothing. A leather cap was pulled tightly over
         a mass of tangled hair, and the figure’s closed eyes were barely visible between his bushy eyebrows and overgrown beard.
      

      
      Shaun snaked his hand down into the rags around the man’s neck, worming his fingers in search of the warmth of skin. There
         was so much blood. The rags the man wore were slick with it, his hair matted, and his beard was covered in fresh streams.
         Then Shaun’s fingertips found flesh, and he waited.
      

      
      Lauren stepped out of the car, but kept the door open as if it were a shield. ‘Shaun, that’s not a deer, is it?’

      
      Shaun looked up. ‘He’s alive, but only just. Call 911, my cell’s on the back seat.’ A tingling sensation made Shaun look down
         at his fingertips. They were now dotted with small bumps. He tried to wipe them off but could not. What were they? Blisters?
         Did this guy have a disease?
      

      
      He didn’t want to risk moving the man in case there was some kind of spinal injury, but he brought his head down to see if
         he could detect any breathing. He immediately wished he hadn’t.
      

      
      The gentle breeze stopped. The smell hit him like a runaway bus. He gagged and fell backwards.

      
      Popping her head up from the Chevron, Lauren saw Shaun sitting back covering his nose and mouth. ‘You okay? Shaun, what happened?’
         she asked urgently.
      

      
      ‘This guy smells like piss!’ The comment broke the tension a little, but Lauren didn’t laugh. He could barely see her face,
         but her voice was too high. He knew she was feeling nervous.
      

      
      ‘I can’t get a signal,’ she said. ‘It’s not even showing one bar, and I’ve turned it on and off a couple of times.’

      
      
      That was Lauren’s answer to anything technical: turn it off and on again. Funnily enough, it usually worked. Usually, but
         there was nothing usual here.
      

      
      ‘Ah, shit,’ Shaun said as he sat up to have another go. ‘Move around a bit, stand on the car, see if you can get anything.
         It’s got a hot-switch for emergencies.’
      

      
      ‘No, nothing,’ Lauren called after climbing on to the roof.

      
      ‘How long has it been since we passed another car?’ Shaun called back as he sat up, satisfied that the man was breathing.

      
      ‘I haven’t seen a car the entire time we’ve been up in the mountains. At least a couple of hours.’

      
      Damn. Damn, damn, damn. Shaun knew what this meant even before he dared to think it. You can’t leave this guy here, Shaun’s brain cut in. You’ll have to take him to the nearest hospital. Who knew where that was?
      

      
      ‘Lauren …’ he started.

      
      ‘Oh no.’ She knew.

      
      ‘It’s a man. It’s a guy and he’s hurt really bad.’

      
      ‘Shaun, we have to get to the airport.’

      
      ‘Baby …’ Shaun left it hanging. He knew that it was only token resistance. She was clinging to the belief that their plans
         had not been totally disrupted. But, damn. What was a raggedy old man doing out here in the mountains in the middle of the night? And what the hell was he thinking
         running onto the road like that?
      

      
      ‘Can you bring the car round? I don’t want to carry him in case he’s …’ What? Shaun’s brain interjected. In case he’s totally fucked up? Too late for that.
      

      
      Shaun stared at the body as the lights of the car came around. The engine buzzed loudly and he wondered if the man would be
         roused. Part of him wanted the shape to move, and part of him was glad it didn’t.
      

      
      He examined the rising and falling chest, and then with a start noticed that the man wasn’t just curled up, he was curled
         around something, clutching it tightly.
      

      
      ‘How the hell did you hang on to that?’ Shaun wondered. He looked closer and saw that the man was holding a large bundle.
         Keeping his eyes on the man’s face as if it might suddenly spring to life, he reached down. He moved first one arm, then the
         other. Unconscious, the ragman offered no resistance. A limp forearm fell away and Shaun removed what the man had been holding.
         It was about the size of a large shoebox. There was something wrapped in rags and leather, and it smelled almost as bad as the man who had been holding it.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Lauren asked as Shaun carried it over to the car, holding it away from his body as if it too might spring to
         life at any moment.
      

      
      ‘Don’t know. The old guy was hanging on to it for dear life.’

      
      Lauren screwed up her nose as Shaun placed the parcel on the passenger seat. ‘Eeww, that smells dead! Is that animal skin?’
         She winced as she opened the back door. ‘Are you sure we should touch that?’
      

      
      She jumped down and moved around to the man’s legs. The mingled grime, blood and dirt nearly overwhelmed her as she helped
         Shaun carefully lift the man’s dead weight into the back seat.
      

      
      ‘How are we going to drive with that smell?’ she asked.

      
      ‘We’ll just drive until we get a signal, then we can call the paramedics. I mean, there’s got to be a town round here somewhere
         – how the hell else did he get out here?’
      

      
      Lauren raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you seeing this guy? He’s probably lived out here for years. Smells like he hasn’t showered
         in a decade. You couldn’t tell who he was even if you did know him, under all that hair and grime.’
      

      
      She was right. Still, Shaun agreed that it was weird. He checked his watch: 8.53 pm, so they had about two hours to get to
         the airport, and this was going to change things. Damn.
      

      
      Crazy old fool, what the hell was he thinking?

      
      Shaun opened the driver’s-side door as Lauren made to climb into the passenger seat, but stopped dead at the sight of the
         bundle sitting there. A sense of foreboding filled her. ‘I am not touching that thing,’ she protested.
      

      
      ‘Just put it at your feet,’ Shaun offered, keeping one eye on the inert form now lying across the back seat. The man was hurt
         badly, bleeding from everywhere and nowhere; it was impossible to tell under the mud and blood caking his clothing. The cap
         he wore looked like a hunter’s cap that peaked at the front but came down to cover his ears and neck. Clearly he had been
         in bad shape long before they hit him. He looked like he had been through a war.
      

      
      They sped on through the winding mountain roads, both feeling stunned after the accident, but relieved the man was alive.

      
      Lauren shuffled her feet uneasily, trying not to touch the wrapped bundle that was slick with the man’s blood.

      
      ‘Who do you think he could be?’ she asked to break the silence.

      
      ‘The more I think about it, the stranger it seems. I mean, there’s nothing around here for miles, and it’s not like he was
         trying to wave us down or anything, he just ran out. He ran straight out!’
      

      
      
      ‘Perhaps he was running away from something?’

      
      ‘Maybe. But it’s not like he didn’t see us. I mean, one road, loud noise, bright lights, we kind of stand out.’

      
      Lauren was silent. Her eyes were fixed downward. They were both thinking the same thing.

      
      ‘I don’t want to touch it,’ she finally said after a long pause.

      
      The bundle slid on the floor towards her, bashing into her shins. She recoiled.

      
      ‘He was hanging on to that pretty tight,’ said Shaun. ‘I went through his clothes for a wallet or something, but there’s nothing.
         I’m betting that whatever that thing is, it’ll tell us something about this guy. It’s got to be important. You don’t get slammed
         by a speeding SUV and think of nothing but holding onto a package if it’s not important.’
      

      
      Lauren made to protest again, but then sighed. The initial shock had subsided somewhat, and now she was curious – and, despite
         the horror of the whole episode, a little excited. She fumbled through the glove box for something to cover her legs with,
         finally settling on a patchwork of paper napkins, receipts and Kleenex. She reached down and hoisted the bundle onto her lap.
         It was heavy, as if it bore the weight of a terrible secret.
      

      
      ‘There’s definitely something inside this lining,’ she said as she handled the animal skin. ‘Several things, by the feel of
         it.’
      

      
      After one more glance at Shaun, she began to peel away the layers.
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      In the chill night, the big Chevron sped through the hills, taking the turns with determined speed. Somewhere far behind,
         another vehicle pulled to a stop. It was a dull matte black, and if not for the headlights it would have been invisible in
         the darkness. The passenger door opened, and a pair of shiny black shoes stepped out onto the asphalt. They paused a moment,
         then spun, walking to the front of the car to stop at a large stain of blood. Their owner crouched to look closely, before
         standing and returning to the open door. With a satisfied spin of the tyres, the car leaped forward, followed closely by three
         identical dull black vehicles. They seemed to suck light into them and appeared as three holes in the night. In the darkness
         it was impossible to tell what they looked like, but it did not matter. For the cars’ drivers, all that mattered was that
         they were closing in.
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      As Lauren peeled back the outer layers of the bundle on her lap, she wrinkled her nose. A release of stale air exhaled from
         the package and filled the car. It even overpowered the smell of urine and grit coming off the man who was breathing steadily in the back
         seat. Layer upon layer. There seemed to be an outer coating of fresh animal skin surrounding an inner layer of old leather.
      

      
      Eventually, Lauren peeled it all away to be confronted with a semi-transparent sack. Inside she could see a large pile of
         what looked like papers, books and parchments.
      

      
      ‘What the?’ Shaun started as he shot a glance over at the sack, then at the man in the back. He seemed to be breathing a little
         more easily now, and his head was gently rocking as the car bumped over the road. The blood that had been wet and flowing
         was slowly drying on his beard and face, creating yet another caked-up layer.
      

      
      ‘What is this thing?’ Lauren asked, holding up the translucent sack.
      

      
      Shaun looked it over. ‘It looks like the stomach of some kind of animal.’

      
      Lauren looked down and let out a short sound of disgust. ‘A stomach? Why would anyone put books inside an animal stomach?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, but I’m really not sure we should go any further.’

      
      ‘Oh no, I’m not getting my hands all grossed up for nothing. I’m opening this thing and finding out what’s in it.’ Then, digging
         her nails into the stomach sack, she punctured it.
      

      
      The odours they had encountered before were mild in comparison to what now seeped out from the pile on Lauren’s lap. Air that
         had been trapped for longer than either of them could have dreamed raced out to fill the cabin.
      

      
      Shaun gagged and pulled the car to a stop, quickly opening his door to get out. Lauren, however, had anticipated the smell
         and pulled her sweater up over her nose and mouth.
      

      
      ‘Oh, man!’ Shaun took a good lungful of the fresh night air before dropping back onto his seat. ‘And I thought they smelled
         bad, on the outside!’ Shaun mimicked in his best Han Solo voice. ‘That’s rank,’ he blurted.
      

      
      ‘No, rank is you after a high-fibre breakfast. This is interesting.’
      

      
      Shaun stared at his wife, not wanting to believe that she was actually enjoying this.

      
      ‘Well, look who’s changed their tune. While we’re stopped, can you check the cell again?’ Shaun asked as he slipped the car
         into first and got them moving again. Lauren pulled out the phone and checked for the signal bars. Still nothing. She turned
         her attention back to the open bundle on her lap.
      

      
      
      Sitting in a neat pile, protected for who knew how long from the elements by an airtight seal of animal and leather insulation,
         was a stack of documents. Books, papers, texts, all appearing impossibly old and delicate. Lauren carefully opened to the
         first page of the manuscript sitting on the top of the stack. It was a collection of symbols that she did not recognise, and
         she was certain she had never seen anything like it except maybe in one of the museums Shaun had taken her to. The writing
         looked a little like Arabic.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God,’ Lauren said as her head came up suddenly. ‘What if he stole these? What if this stuff is from a museum or something
         and he was running away from the police?’
      

      
      Shaun did not argue. It seemed as plausible as anything. Lauren continued through the stack. There were single loose leafs
         of old parchment, three crude leather-bound books held together with thin leather strips and a multitude of tightly rolled
         scrolls. Some contained what looked like diagrams, while most were filled with different kinds of writing.
      

      
      ‘It looks like some sort of collection,’ Lauren began, ‘and there doesn’t really seem to be any order to it. The writing looks
         different from one page to the next on these loose sheets … and then there are these ones with pictures—’
      

      
      Bleep! Lauren’s train of thought was lost. Bleep!

      
      It was the sound of a message arriving on the cell phone, which meant they had a signal again. Lauren fished around for the
         phone in the centre console of the car, looked at the screen and then handed it on to Shaun.
      

      
      ‘Voice messages,’ Lauren said matter-of-factly. ‘Your brother and my dad.’

      
      Shaun winced. Her father only ever called Shaun’s cell phone when he couldn’t get a hold of Lauren at home. As for Shaun’s
         brother Tim, why was he calling now? They hadn’t spoken in years.
      

      
      ‘Well, we’ll listen to those later,’ he said as he thumbed the disconnect key. He dialled 911 and waited. ‘Where are we?’
         he whispered to Lauren, nodding towards the map in the open glove compartment.
      

      
      She wrestled with the map for a second then handed it over. For all her wonderful traits, he thought as he flicked on the
         interior light, reading a map wasn’t one of them. He steered with his knees while holding the phone in one hand and spun the
         map in the other.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ he told the operator when prompted, ‘we’re about twenty miles west of the Greensville junction on the old Southern Road
         …’
      

      
      Bleep, bleep, bleep.
      

      
      
      ‘Shit!’

      
      ‘What?’ Lauren looked over as she saw him take the phone away from his ear. In disgust he flipped it closed and tossed it
         in her lap.
      

      
      ‘Signal dropped out. Keep an eye on it, would you, and if it comes back, hit redial. We’re … here … ish,’ he said pointing
         to a spot on the map as he handed it across to her.
      

      
      Lauren turned her attention back to the bundle and continued to sift through as Shaun refocused on the road ahead. He soon
         noticed a sign, the first they had seen in miles. It was for a place called Motel 6, fifteen miles ahead. He smiled. At least
         they would have a landline and perhaps a shower. They might be able to leave the hobo there and still make the airport if
         they really pushed it.
      

      
      ‘Hey, do you still have that coupon book you were talking about before? That had something for accommodation, didn’t it? Maybe
         we can …’
      

      
      Lauren wasn’t listening.

      
      ‘Lauren?’

      
      She stared at her lap, her large green eyes wide.

      
      ‘You okay? What is it?’ Shaun asked, his heart starting to race.

      
      Slowly and seriously, she looked up at Shaun. She then lifted what she had been looking at up to the dashboard in front of
         him so he could read it. It was a book like the others, although maybe not quite so crude, but just as old. It was bound with
         some kind of animal skin that still had the remnants of hair on it, and it was thick.
      

      
      A peculiar symbol was imprinted on the book’s cover: a vertical line with a cross-bar, and two loops, a larger one, and a
         smaller one, hanging from it like teardrops. It was not the appearance of the book, however, that caused Shaun to slam on
         the brakes; it was the words written on the page:
      

      
      

         ‘This diary will be found on the 13th of June 2014AD, more than two thousand years from now. My name is Graeme Fontéyne, and I remember everything.’
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      CHAPTER 4

      
      The motel wasn’t big; it only had twelve rooms, and Clive could not remember the last time they had all been full. Five-star
         it certainly was not. It wasn’t even a member of the Hotel 6 chain, the owners had simply used the name to sound more reputable,
         and they relied on no one bothering to sue.
      

      
      Clive rocked back on the legs of his wooden chair and stared at the small television on the counter. Twenty-six, overweight
         and balding, Clive thought he had it pretty good at the reception desk of Motel 6. There were only a couple of chores to do
         on the night shift, about an hour’s worth of work. Then for the rest of the night, he watched porn. Loads and loads of porn.
         He found it helped the time pass, and no one ever came in after midnight anyway. There was no rain tonight, and the stars
         were out. Yes, he liked tonight. He probably wouldn’t have changed a thing, which was fortunate, because this would be the
         last night of his life.
      

      
      He had got the chores out of the way early and started to watch Indiana Bones in Her Temple of Poon when he heard tyres on the gravel outside. It was with mild surprise and irritation that he pushed his chair back and strained
         his neck to peep through the venetians at the bulky SUV outside.
      

      
      With a groan, Clive returned all four legs of the chair to the ground and heaved his considerable bulk forward to flick the
         DVD off. He’d once left one of his discs in the ‘in-house movie’ player, just to see if anyone complained. No one did.
      

      
      As the screen door swung open, Clive got to his feet. The man who entered appeared to be about Clive’s age, perhaps a little
         older. He seemed agitated and rushed. Clive caught a whiff of foul human stench as the man leaned towards him, his eyes wide
         and desperate.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got to use your phone, there’s been an accident,’ the man said.

      
      ‘Cost of a local call is thirty-five cents,’ Clive stated in a drawn-out Southern accent. ‘Unless ’course you wanna get a
         room, then I just puts it on your bill.’ The man fished around in his pockets, pulling out a handful of change and dumping it on the counter. Clive slid the green rotary-dial phone across the counter, eyeing the man
         suspiciously as he hurriedly dialled.
      

      
      ‘Operator, yes, there’s been an accident. We’re at Motel 6 …’ Clive listened to the man relay his story to the emergency call
         centre, and noticed the blood covering his hands and clothes. The agitated man hung up. Only now looking into the face of
         the unsympathetic receptionist, he asked, ‘You got somewhere we can get cleaned up?’
      

      
      ‘Only thing I got is this board right here with a whole lotta keys on it. If you wants one of them keys, you gotta pay eighty-two
         dollars for the night.’ The rooms only cost forty-five, but Clive knew a sucker when he saw one.
      

      
      The man frowned, clearly irritated. ‘I don’t need a room, I just need to get cleaned up. There’s an ambulance on its way and
         we’ve got to get to the airport.’
      

      
      ‘Not tonight, you don’t. You didn’t hear on the radio? There was that big blackout at the airport. Closed the whole thing
         down till morning.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ The man said exasperated. ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘It’s been on the TV every five minutes. You’re welcome to stay and watch it for a while if you want.’ Clive spun the television
         around on the counter. Almost on cue the programming went to a commercial break and a news bulletin flashed up:
      

      
      ‘… half the city. There’s no explanation as yet as to what caused the massive blackout, but authorities haven’t ruled out
         a terrorist attack. According to Charlotte’s chief of police, major public services will resume in the early hours of the
         morning and she urges everybody to stay calm. Just repeating once again: a massive blackout has hit the city of Charlotte,
         causing power loss to over thirty thousand homes and major transport services. The central railway station and the airport
         have both been closed until further notice.’
      

      
      ‘Oh no, no, no! You’ve got to be kidding me!’ Shaun cried as he stared at the screen.

      
      The night was spiralling out of control. Suddenly his biggest concern had gone from getting his page numbering right, to having
         a half-dead, bloodied hobo in the back of his car. Now it looked like his flight had been cancelled, or at least postponed,
         until the morning. Of course there was a terrorist attack on the airport tonight, he thought – in case their plans hadn’t
         been derailed enough. Shaun rubbed his neck anxiously, then thought of Lauren sitting in the cold car with the half-dead man.
         He knew she needed a rest, and it looked like this was it.
      

      
      
      ‘Okay, fine, I’ll take a room, but tell the ambulance where we are when it arrives, okay?’

      
      Clive reached up to the top corner of his key rack and grabbed a key. ‘There you go, room twelve, all the way down the end.
         That ambulance is gonna be a while, ain’t no hospital for at least an hour. Oh, and payment’s in advance.’
      

      
      ‘You’re kidding,’ Shaun said.

      
      ‘You don’t get this key till I get paid. It’s motel policy.’ Clive pulled the key back.

      
      ‘Yeah, when it suits you, no doubt,’ Shaun said, only half under his breath. He pulled out his wallet, found two fifties and
         threw them across at the counter.
      

      
      ‘Oh, we ain’t got no change. Correct change only. Or you can see Heather in the morning to see if she’s got some change for
         ya.’
      

      
      ‘Forget it,’ Shaun growled. ‘We’re gonna be making a whole bunch of phone calls from the room – keep the change to cover those.’
         Shaun snatched the key from Clive’s raised hand and rushed back out the door. Clive smiled and slid the cash into his pocket.
      

      
      ‘Did you get through?’ Lauren asked as Shaun jumped back into the driver’s seat and gunned the gas, obviously irritated.

      
      ‘Jackass!’

      
      ‘Shaun?’
      

      
      ‘We’re going to have to stay here for a while,’ he started. ‘The ambulance is on its way but could be about an hour, and there
         was a goddamned blackout at the airport.’
      

      
      ‘What? A blackout?’

      
      ‘Took out half the city, apparently. It was on the news. No planes are flying till the morning.’ Shaun set his jaw and shrugged,
         grinding the gear stick into reverse and spinning quickly on the gravel.
      

      
      Lauren grabbed the sides of her seat, alarmed. Trying to soothe Shaun, she offered: ‘At least we’ll get a chance to freshen
         up.’
      

      
      Shaun looked over to her and relaxed just a little. Always a positive. They drove slowly past rooms eight, nine and ten, which
         were fronted by hillbilly trucks and beaten-up station wagons. As they approached numbers eleven and twelve they saw a large
         metal dumpster out the front, so Shaun eased the car into the free space outside number seven.
      

      
      He gave Lauren the key and climbed out, debating whether to move the unconscious man or leave him peacefully breathing in
         the back. He decided that he did not want the guy waking up in his car, so he hoisted him over his shoulder, the man’s arms dangling down Shaun’s back, then closed the back door with his foot and headed
         for the room.
      

      
      It was modest, to say the least. A double bed, one small counter with an old rusted metal chair pushed up under it, and a
         phone. There was a television, but a large hand-written sign gave notice as to its state of disrepair. One thing it did have,
         though, was a shower.
      

      
      Shaun carried the ragged man on his shoulders over to the bed and laid him down as gently as he could. They agreed that Lauren
         take the first shower, but not before she ducked back out to the car and returned with the bundle that had been sitting on
         the front seat.
      

      
      ‘I really don’t know if we should,’ Shaun said, but he knew it was futile. They had both seen what piqued Lauren’s interest:
         one of the books, as old as the rest, was written in perfect English. They knew that it was impossible, that either the whole
         bundle was a fake or … or what? Shaun racked his mind for a logical explanation.
      

      
      Lauren carefully placed the bundle on the floor and took out the animal-skin-covered book. It was remarkably well preserved
         – or not as old as it appeared to be. But then Shaun looked at the figure still unconscious on the bed. He was definitely
         not fake.
      

      
      Lauren perched on the rusty chair and opened the book to the first page. It was the thickest of the books, and it could have
         been centuries since it had seen the light of day, but then there was that first line: ‘This diary will be found on the 13th
         of June 2014AD, more than two thousand years from now.’ That was today. Shaun glanced over at the bed again, then moved behind
         Lauren, leaning over her shoulder to read.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      My name is Graeme Fontéyne, and I remember everything. I am writing this book as much for my own sanity as to complete what
            I have started.
      

      
      The first thing I will say and the most important is this: the human mind is not designed to live in two places in time. I
            tell you this so they might know what happened to the others, if they are not found.
      

      
      The first thing I remembered was pain. Unbelievable pain, as if the weight of the entire universe were trying to crush me
            from all sides, and there was no reprieve. I woke up naked, freezing and thirsty. I was so very thirsty. It’s hard now to
            even think about it. It felt like every nerve ending in my body was screaming. In all human existence, there is no pain like
            it.
      

      
      Then it was gone.
      

      
      Then came the thirst. I’m not sure how long I was lying out there before I could move, but it must have been several hours.
      

      
      No part of me was broken. I had no cuts, no injuries – just thirst. I finally stood up and looked around. It was dark, cold,
            and I was naked – funny how the facts stated themselves so clearly. The moon was large and full, and lit the grass-covered
            hills surrounding me. The place was dry, and the grass was arranged sparsely in tufts and tangles against the dust. A breeze
            tunnelled through the dirt and whipped particles lightly against my bare feet.
      

      
      I walked. There was nothing else I could do. I walked aimlessly all night, with nothing in my mind but the thirst. After hours
            of trudging through unwavering terrain, I saw a light. As I moved closer, I heard voices, I heard laughter and I saw three
            men seated around a fire. I approached them slowly, and their laughter stopped, as one after the other they turned and looked
            at me. After a pause, they burst into laughter again, and this time, it was at my expense. One of the men said something.
      

      
      I remained silent.
      

      
      
      All at once they roared with a fresh peal of laughter. It was the strangest thing: I knew that the man was not speaking my
            language, and yet I understood exactly what he said. I will write it here for you in English, but know that that was not the
            language we were speaking.
      

      
      The first man spoke again, with a broad grin. ‘I said, “Cold night?”’
      

      
      ‘Very cold,’ I replied, shocked at my own voice. The three, uproarious now, clutched their bellies, laughing until tears streamed
            down their weather-worn faces. It was then that I realised that they were referring to my nakedness, and more specifically
            the effects of the cold upon it. I smiled. For some reason, I smiled, relieved.
      

      
      ‘Water?’ I asked then. The rasp in my throat betrayed the fact that there was next to no moisture in my body. The laughter
            stopped and the one who had spoken looked more closely, appraising me.
      

      
      ‘What happened to you?’ he asked, his eyes wavering between suspicion and concern.
      

      
      ‘I …’ I did not know what to say. I had nothing to say. Indeed, I had not asked myself this question since I woke up. With
            my head the way it was, all I could do was speak the truth.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I said simply. The man who had spoken watched me from beneath bushy black brows, and pursed his lips under
            a thick black beard. Then, having made a decision, he said something very quickly to his companions and stood up, looking
            me in the eye.
      

      
      ‘Friend, come and sit with us by the fire and warm yourself. Yosef will fetch you some clothes,’ the man put a hand on my elbow
            and guided me into the circle. The warmth was incredible. A moment later one of the others, a taller man with lighter hair
            and a dimpled face, brought a grey robe to me. I put it on silently and sat. A moment after that, the other man, shorter and
            balding, handed me a wineskin. I drank deeply and quickly. I drank and drank and soon toppled over sideways.
      

      
      When I woke I was warmer. I was inside a tent. The sun was shining through the fabric prickling my eyes and my head pounded.
            There were no voices outside but I could hear the pops and crackle of a dying fire. I rose and opened the tent flap, blinking
            in the strong light.
      

      
      Alone in front of the cooling embers sat the taller brown-haired man. He was perched on a large stone and played with the
            ashes of the fire with a long stick. He stood when he saw me.
      

      
      ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘My head hurts,’ I replied.
      

      
      ‘You drank a lot of wine,’ he replied, laughing, and I realised that he was not much more than a boy, although his skin was
            weathered.
      

      
      
      ‘Where are your friends?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘My father and uncle are with the flock. They said I should stay and help you if you woke up. They will be back soon.’ The
            boy’s speech was plain. Even in this strange language I somehow understood, I could tell he was a simple man.
      

      
      ‘They said I should give you some food if you want it.’ He turned and reached into a basket at his feet, pulling up what looked
            like a loaf of bread. I took it gladly. Despite the pain in my head, I was beginning to think more clearly.
      

      
      ‘Can I ask your name?’ I looked at the boy, who was still staring at me.
      

      
      ‘My name is Yosef. My father is Jonah and my uncle is James.’
      

      
      ‘Yosef? Yosef what?’ I pressed.
      

      
      ‘Yosef what? What do you mean?’ The boy looked confused and tilted his head to the side a little.
      

      
      ‘What’s your last name?’
      

      
      ‘The last name my father gave me was Yosef. I don’t think I had one after that.’
      

      
      I let it go.
      

      
      ‘What is your name?’ he countered. I was now lucid enough to realise that I had no idea where I was, why I was here or – and
            this thought struck home with Yosef’s question – who I was. What I said next came out as if by its own free will.
      

      
      ‘Saul. My name is Saul.’
      

      
      At that moment, the bleating of sheep made me look out to my left. I saw the other two men, Jonah and James, coming over a
            nearby rise followed by a group of docile animals, their white curls dust-coloured, their heads stooped low with exertion.
      

      
      I smiled and waved as the men approached, offering them my thanks for their kindness.
      

      
      ‘You seemed fairly confused last night, but a few wineskins and good rest appear to have done you good.’
      

      
      ‘I feel much better, thank you,’ I said. ‘I think I was robbed, but I don’t remember anything. I woke up with nothing.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, we saw that. These parts are a little dangerous to be travelling alone. We come from a village two days’ walk to the
            west. We’ve had to move the flock every couple of days. Haven’t had any rain for more than a month now.’ Jonah removed the
            scarf he had wrapped around his head and placed it on a stick, which was standing upright in the ground.
      

      
      
      ‘I am going to guess and say that you are not a shepherd. And also by your look, that you are not a Jew.’
      

      
      It was the first time that I had thought about what I looked like. Despite my confusion I had a strong sense of my physical
            appearance. I felt confident that I could make decisions even without remembering anything before the previous day. I knew
            basic things such as my moral code and my likes and dislikes.
      

      
      I knew with certainty that I did not look like these men. I was taller, and although my features were dark my skin was fair.
            I looked down at my body. It was that of a physically well-trained man. I knew also that it worked. It worked well. I knew
            that I could run, that I could fight and that if I had to, I could walk across a wire one hundred feet above the ground without
            falling. I felt sure of myself and my abilities, but I did not know my name.
      

      
      ‘I am from the east,’ I lied. ‘I think I was hit on the head very hard last night. I am looking for family in the west.’ I
            hoped that this explanation would give me some semblance of credibility.
      

      
      ‘Which town are you looking for, brother?’
      

      
      I paused, and looked blankly back at them.
      

      
      ‘Well, if you’re heading west, you’ll come to our village of Chorazin, then a half-day beyond that is Capernaum. You might
            like to start there. It’s a big town near the water and you can find my brother Simon there. He works as a fisherman and will
            help you. Of course you are welcome to stay with us for as long as you need, but we are moving this flock today and heading
            further east.’ He untied a pouch he was carrying around his waist and offered it to me. ‘Here is some bread. Please take it.’
      

      
      I reached out to take the pouch and as I did Jonah grabbed my wrist and held it firmly.
      

      
      ‘There is something about you, friend,’ he said as his eyes held my gaze like his hand held my wrist. ‘There is something very
            strange about you. These are unusual times and you have some part to play.’
      

      
      He released me, both from his grip and from his impromptu evaluation. ‘Go with God.’
      

      
      I was a little taken aback, but sensed no malice from this shepherd, and so I smiled.
      

      
      ‘Thank you for your kindness, and for the food. I will remember you.’
      

      
      With this I turned and walked west.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      A groan.

      
      Shaun and Lauren turned together towards the bed. There had definitely been a groan. Shaun moved to lean over the figure.
         ‘It’s okay, buddy. Take it easy, you’re safe now. The ambulance is coming.’
      

      
      It was of no consequence. The groan had come, but the man had not regained consciousness. His eyes remained closed.

      
      ‘He’s still out. Keep going.’

      
      They were both hooked. Despite the strangeness of the evening and of this book, their eyes returned to the page.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 6

      
      For hours I walked west in the beaming sunshine and saw no one. The ground turned crimson under my feet as the sun sank over
            the horizon.
      

      
      I heard the village before I saw it. A distant scream split the silence – not the scream of a child, nor that of a woman,
            but the deep, guttural, animalistic scream of a man. Terrified. Then abruptly, the sound ceased.
      

      
      I heard hooves. I heard terror. I heard the screams of more men. I started to run, and as I moved, the shouts became louder.
            I smelled smoke. I ran faster.
      

      
      I rounded a bend in the road and skidded to a stop. The decapitated body of a man lay unceremoniously on the road, strewn
            like an animal carcass. Ten feet away his head rested, a hairy, bloody mass staring into the sky, mouth agape. I gagged, looking
            quickly away. The man was dressed in robes not dissimilar to my own, but his body was perforated with wounds. The stretch
            of road around him was littered with hoof prints and clumps of wet, bloody dirt.
      

      
      As the sounds grew louder I ran on, mindful now of the danger that was all too apparent. I felt unknowing purpose and it drove
            me forward. When I reached the village it was burning, the buildings flecked with flames.
      

      
      I moved on, coming to the houses and the confusion on the streets. Terrified people ran everywhere. I walked through the centre
            of town, unnoticed amid the carnage. Then I saw a woman slumped on the ground in front of a crudely constructed house. She
            was wailing over the body of a man, cradling his limp torso in her arms and stroking his face. Compassion took me. I knelt
            down in front of her and she quieted, looking up into my face apprehensively through wet-lashed eyes. The man was alive, but
            bleeding badly from a wound in the leg. I pulled off my shirt and tore it into strips. I wrapped the strips around his leg
            and fastened them tightly, using the remaining fabric to bind a wound in his side. The pain would have been intense, but I
            knew these wounds were not fatal.
      

      
      
      The woman watched me, her eyes searching my face, and darting again to the man as he groaned. He opened his eyes to look at
            me.
      

      
      ‘You are not one of them.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ I replied, figuring if I did not know of whom he spoke, it was a safe assumption.
      

      
      ‘This hurts, but you will not die from these wounds,’ I said.
      

      
      The man shook his head. ‘They have Mishca, they have my son!’ He coughed with the exertion of speaking. His face was that
            of a man who had fought with all he had, and lost.
      

      
      ‘Who has your son?’
      

      
      ‘They took him, they took him away,’ the man repeated, overwhelmed by grief. ‘He’s only twelve years old.’
      

      
      I turned to the woman. ‘Where did they take him?’
      

      
      She stared at me wide-eyed, and raised her arm, pointing. I ran bare-chested, following her gesture.
      

      
      The scene around me was a montage of fights, fires and agony. I saw men from the town join together, holding short swords
            of iron, battling against two or three of the enemy, but it was this enemy that caught my attention.
      

      
      Dressed in red cloth and gold-sculpted armour strapped with leather, they moved like warriors. They were merciless, and looked
            to be winning whatever battle had taken place here. I ran down the street looking for the boy, avoiding the armoured men taking
            wild swings as I passed. I only slowed when I saw a small boy struggling in the grip of a large guard, who I now know to be
            a Roman soldier.
      

      
      A group of Romans languished in the final throws of their pitched battles, and then fell into line behind the man who was
            now dragging the boy through the dust with a firm grip around his torso. The boy kicked his captor’s legs but was no match
            for the centurion, a thickset man with broad shoulders and a tall plume on his helmet. He paused long enough to backhand the
            thin boy not once, not twice, but three times across the face to knock him into submission. The boy went immediately limp
            – and my blood boiled.
      

      
      ‘Let him go!’ I shouted, furious. Even above the clangs of metal and the screams of the butchery, the man heard me. He stopped,
            turned and looked at me as I stood alone, unarmed with a torn robe. Then a strange thing happened. The man spoke to me. He
            spoke to me but not in the language I had heard from the shepherds. He spoke to me in a deep baritone voice in an offhand
            way as he turned his back on me. And yet, once more, I understood.
      

      
      
      ‘Run along, dog,’ he said. ‘I do not want to waste any more time on this wretched outpost.’
      

      
      What happened next was even stranger. In this new tongue, I spoke back: ‘Then leave quickly, and leave the boy where you stand.’
            The words came out like I had been speaking the language all my life. The soldiers all turned. The man holding the boy scowled,
            unsure of what to make of me.
      

      
      ‘If you are a Roman, you are a long way from your post,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘Leave the boy,’ I replied firmly. I did not know if I was a Roman or not, but I knew that this boy had to be free. The heavyset
            centurion studied me for another moment, then turned and waved a motion to the guards behind him. He walked on towards a cage
            of iron a few hundred feet down the street.
      

      
      On his command, two of the guards approached me with their swords drawn. The centurion felt the boy start to struggle again
            and raised his hand to solve the problem when I called out to him once more.
      

      
      ‘I said, leave the boy. You do not touch him again.’
      

      
      The big man turned, shocked to see me standing unharmed above his two guards unconscious at my feet. He waved his hand again
            and the remaining four guards approached me. This time the centurion did not turn away. He watched long enough to see the
            first guard thrust his short sword straight out towards me. He watched long enough to see me twist my body in time with the
            blow and lock the man’s arm under mine, bringing my other palm around on his elbow. His arm broke cleanly and offered no resistance
            as I twisted it back the other way to bury the blade up to its hilt in his stomach.
      

      
      The second and third attackers came at almost the same time, one stepping in with his sword raised high above his head, the
            other with his blade tip lower directly behind the first man. The centurion watched as I continued the turning motion I had
            started with the first attacker and shot a back kick straight out at the armour-covered mid section of the second attacker.
            My heel made solid contact with his breastplate and sent the guard flying, directly on to the tip of his colleague’s sword.
            The blade severed his spinal cord and his body sank to the ground, the third soldier’s sword still buried in it.
      

      
      Still watching with disbelief clouding his face, the centurion saw that I was already moving, running up the body of the falling
            man and with the weight of the third guard’s sword dragging his hands lower, I snapped the ball of my foot into the man’s
            exposed face, immediately knocking him out. The fourth guard hesitated as he approached, then stopped.
      

      
      The sound of thundering hooves filled the street and the battle cries of at least twenty men shattered the strange spell that
            had befallen our corner of the village. The centurion turned and ducked out of the way of a slashing sword levelled just above
            his shoulders by one of the riders who now thundered past. As he ducked, the big man pushed the boy into the path of the riders.
            I saw the first rider evade the boy, but I knew that the others would not be able to see him. I raced into the path of the
            charging animals and their slashing riders and crashed into the falling boy, tackling him through the closed window of a house
            lining the street.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 7

      
      Shards from the window exploded as the body sailed through it and landed hard on the tarmac outside the reception area. The
         sound of shattering glass snapped Shaun and Lauren back into the present.
      

      
      ‘What was that?’ Lauren gasped. She followed Shaun to the window of their hotel room and took in the scene: the hotel receptionist
         lay prone on the ground; three black cars were parked out the front of the hotel; and next to the cars stood four men clothed
         head-to-toe in black.
      

      
      The men stood still and silent. With their feet shoulder-width apart, and their gloved hands clasped in front, they stood
         watching the same thing Shaun and Lauren watched. They watched the beaten motel clerk groan, roll over and slowly raise himself
         on all fours. They watched as another man in black strode from the front of the reception door to where the clerk knelt, rocking
         back on his haunches at the man’s approach. Shaun could not hear him, but the body language was clear: the clerk was begging
         – shaking his head, his hands raised, palms outwards. The man in black stood directly in front of him and raised one arm out
         towards his head, and it was then that Shaun saw it. It looked like the man was pointing a long-gloved finger at the clerk,
         but it was no finger. The muzzle flashed twice and the clerk dropped. Dead.
      

      
      ‘Holy shit!’ Shaun exclaimed. Lauren stayed silent.

      
      The other men strode into action. Two of them moved up to the body and checked it over, removing small items from the clothing.
         Another two marched to the first motel-room door and kicked it in. Shaun and Lauren could not see the muzzle flash this time,
         but they heard the screams of a woman and the yells of a man. Both were silenced by the BLAM! BLAM! of pistols.
      

      
      Lauren made to scream but Shaun put a hand to her mouth and looked around the room for another exit. There was none. As the
         next door was kicked in, the scream of sirens came around the corner and the red lights of an ambulance flooded the area.
         The large white van screeched to a halt in the centre of the car park out the front of the line of rooms at the motel. Shaun and Lauren watched
         as one of the paramedics climbed out of the passenger side of the van and approached the man standing over the dead motel
         clerk. The paramedic looked as if he was speaking.
      

      
      He was silenced as the man in black raised his arm and shot the paramedic through the chest, twice. Without missing a beat
         he fired at the ambulance driver before he had a chance to react. A second later the driver slouched on the wheel and the
         whole ambulance leaped forwards, heading straight for them.
      

      
      Shaun pulled his wife away from the window. His hand still covering Lauren’s mouth, he looked into her eyes and hissed, ‘We’ve
         gotta get out of here!’
      

      
      She whimpered and then nodded, trying to control her breathing.

      
      Shaun let her go and searched the room for something, anything. They could hear the gunmen outside, systematically kicking
         in the doors, executing the people inside.
      

      
      ‘They’re just … they’re just shooting everyone! Oh, Jesus!’ Lauren panted, beginning to panic. ‘Oh, Jesus!’

      
      At that moment they heard a massive crash outside their window. Shaun dared a look and saw that the ambulance had smashed
         into the dumpster right outside their room.
      

      
      ‘They’re coming,’ he said matter-of-factly, watching the men disappear into another room, then reappear moments later, then
         move on to the next.
      

      
      SMASH! They kicked in the door. Screams, scuffle, BLAM!

      
      Room four.

      
      ‘Okay, we have to try and get to the car,’ Shaun said finally.

      
      Room five.

      
      ‘Go towards them?’ Lauren breathed.
      

      
      Room six.

      
      ‘We’ll wait till they go into a room and then …’ He looked out, playing it out in his mind. Their SUV was fifty feet away.
         They would never make it. They did not have time.
      

      
      ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’ he cursed. Then he saw it. Right there, blazing with its flashing red lights. They would never make their
         own car – the men in black had just gone into room seven – but the ambulance was only fifteen feet away.
      

      
      ‘Okay, we have to time this right,’ he said as he reached up for the door handle. Just then they heard another groan from
         the bed.
      

      
      
      Shaun spun around. He had completely forgotten about the hobo. He paused, uncertain.

      
      ‘Shaun, we can’t. You can’t carry him.’

      
      He knew she was right, but … ‘They’re gonna kill him if we leave him.’ Shit, shit, shit.

      
      You run now you might just make it to the van, but you leave a man to certain death. You try and take him and you might all
            die.
      

      
      Shit.

      
      What kind of man are you?

      
      Stupid brain.

      
      Shaun half-crawled, half-scrambled across the floor over to the man on the bed. He had rolled over slightly, but had not woken
         up.
      

      
      ‘Lauren, when I say so, open that door fast.’ He heaved the man up onto his shoulders. ‘I’m going to race for the dumpster.
         The second I’m through the door, you follow right behind me, you got that? Right behind me. If they see me, I don’t want you stranded in here.’
      

      
      Lauren nodded. She was already exhausted after the accident and did not have any more energy for fear.

      
      ‘Now!’ Shaun rasped.

      
      Lauren opened the door and followed Shaun as he raced for the dumpster. The area of exposed ground between the room and the
         cover offered by the large metal trash unit was about ten feet, but it felt like a marathon. Shaun’s thighs burned as his
         shuffling steps rang loud in his ears. After the longest second of his life, he slid to a crouched halt behind the dumpster.
         Lauren landed beside him, breathing quickly.
      

      
      They waited.

      
      She peeked around the edge of the dumpster and saw the black-clad men enter room nine. No one there. They emerged. Room ten.

      
      They hadn’t seen them. God, they hadn’t seen them! Shuffling on his knees Shaun rounded the far side of the bin, coming over
         to the passenger side of the ambulance, the hobo weighing heavily against him. His wife was not behind him.
      

      
      ‘Lauren!’ he called sharply in a whisper. But she was not there. He panicked, a feeling of dread filling his stomach. He had
         not felt it since the day he heard that his parents had been killed. He went dizzy with fear, and his vision began to blur
         as Lauren appeared at the edge of the bin. She held something tightly against her chest.
      

      
      ‘God, what are you doing?’ Shaun spat in a mix of relief and fury.

      
      ‘The diary,’ she said simply. He had forgotten all about it, and right now he could not believe that she had run back into the room to get it. Was she insane? She had married him even when her
         father threatened to cut her out of the family fortune, but this was a whole new level of crazy, dashing across open territory
         in front of people who would shoot her if they saw her.
      

      
      Unfortunately, this time they had.

      
      The first shot hit the edge of the dumpster on the far side. It had come from someone over near the black cars outside the
         motel reception, a good hundred and fifty feet away. With that shot, all of the gunmen were alerted to their presence. There
         wasn’t time to sneak about now, no time to think, just time to rush up to the passenger-side door and shove the hobo inside.
         He fell across the bench seats awkwardly as Shaun climbed over him. The dead paramedic was still slumped at the wheel, and
         Shaun heard three slugs bury themselves in the body. Lauren threw the diary in and leaped for the open passenger door.
      

      
      Reaching down to the column changer, using the paramedic’s body as cover, Shaun slammed the still-running van into reverse.
         He opened the driver’s door and hurled the dead man out, spinning the wheel away from the motel. The body went flying as the
         front end of the van spun around. He kept the van circling so it faced the car-park exit, and as it whooshed past the line
         of black cars bullets rained on the front and side of the vehicle.
      

      
      As the back of the ambulance came level with the dumpster, Shaun slammed the transmission straight into second and gunned
         the gas flat to the floor. It took about half a second for the torque to kick in, and then the powerful engine pulled the
         van forward. The tyres smoked and screeched as they spun, and the hail of bullets was relentless. BLAM! BLAM! SMASH! The rear windows blew out. He sunk even lower into the seat. With each second, the ambulance put distance between itself
         and the gunmen in black.
      

      
      Shaun slammed into third, then fourth and then, with a sound like the slowing of popcorn popping, the impacts became fewer
         and further between. Finally, they stopped.
      

      
      They were clear.

      
      ‘What the hell’s going on?’ Lauren asked as Shaun looked around for the paramedics’ radio. It sat on the underside of a large
         box hanging from the roof in the centre of the cab. He cursed. Both the radio and GPS unit had taken on the multitude of bullets
         that entered the cabin during their escape and were barely recognisable.
      

      
      
      Shaun glanced in the rear-view mirror. The cone of a car’s headlights turned out onto the road from the motel and pointed
         at them like the glowing eyes of a demon.
      

      
      ‘Shit!’ Shaun cried. ‘They’re coming. Stay low. Do you still have my cell?’

      
      Lauren patted her pockets and pulled out the phone. ‘Flat,’ she said, defeated.

      
      ‘Okay, okay. Hang on, we can’t be too far from a town now.’ Even as he said it he knew it wasn’t true. It had taken the ambulance
         more than forty minutes to get to them, and he wasn’t even sure which direction it had come from.
      

      
      They pushed on into the night, without any idea where they were going or how long it would take to get there. They had a good
         start on the car chasing them, maybe a minute, but when the road straightened out, they could see the headlights gradually
         getting closer.
      

      
      ‘Why were they killing everyone?’ Lauren asked.

      
      Shaun thought about the way the men had systematically burst into each motel room. One door at a time. Killing anyone who
         happened to be in there. They weren’t taking any chances on missing their target.
      

      
      ‘They were looking for something,’ Shaun answered. ‘They were looking for something or someone. They didn’t look like street
         hoods, they’re organised and calculating.’
      

      
      They were both thinking it. The hobo lay slumped between them, his body curled awkwardly in the centre of the bench seat.
         He was breathing heavily again, and making the occasional groan, but he had not woken up.
      

      
      ‘How can he sleep through all this?’ Lauren asked, her pitch betraying her rising panic.

      
      ‘Do you still have that book?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Yes,’ she replied, pulling it up off the floor in front of her.

      
      ‘I think … I think that whatever’s in that book is the real thing, or at least someone thinks it, and they think it’s important.’
         He looked at Lauren. ‘Important enough to kill for,’ he said, looking down at the crudely bound volume again, doubting himself,
         even as he spoke.
      

      
      ‘Keep reading it,’ he said. ‘There might be something in there that can help us.’

      
      ‘If this is what they want, let’s just give it to them,’ Lauren said, her voice sharp.

      
      The thought had occurred to Shaun, but he dismissed it.

      
      
      ‘You saw what they did. Probably shot the clerk for being a smart-ass to them, then they killed everyone at the motel. Hell,
         they even shot the paramedics. I don’t think just handing this stuff over would make them stop, or save our lives.’
      

      
      She knew he was right. Shaun paused, feeling more confident in his course of action. Although it seemed absurd to be reading
         while being chased, Lauren too knew that their pursuers would not stop. This diary might be their only chance to find a way
         out. At least for now they were out of range of gunfire.
      

      
      ‘Read it aloud, will you? And hang on.’ The battered ambulance sped down the mountain road at incredible speed. Now forty-five
         or so seconds behind, another car sped after it. Closing in.
      

      
      Lauren fumbled for the switch on the interior light and opened the pages with tears blurring her eyes. She wiped them, and
         focused on the words.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 8

      
      ‘Are you okay?’ I asked the boy. He was crying and his face was purple with bruises, but he nodded his head. ‘Mishca? Are you
            Mishca?’ He nodded again as I took him by the arm and helped him to his feet, and the wooden shards from the window scattered
            to the floor around us. The hut we were in looked like a storage shed. The thunderous roar of battle filled the street. Whoever
            the men on horseback were, they were fighting the Romans – swinging and slashing and kicking, less skilled than their adversaries
            but outnumbering and overpowering them.
      

      
      I pulled the boy out into the street and led him back the way I had come. He followed, limping, at a good speed, fuelled by
            anxiety and the thrill of an unexpected escape.
      

      
      We soon came across the boy’s parents lying in the street. The fighting had moved on from this area of the town and all along
            the streets people tended to the wounded and cried over the dead. On our approach, the woman wailed and threw her arms open.
            The boy forgot his limp and ran to catch his mother’s embrace. From the ground, the boy’s father reached up and pulled the
            boy down to him. I stood there, watching, glad for a moment to be a witness.
      

      
      Looking around the dead and wounded people, I felt compelled to help. Leaving the boy and his father in a bloodied and heartfelt
            embrace, I did what I could for the people closest to me. One victim was no more than sixteen, cut down with purposeful strokes.
            Another, a man around thirty, lay near the boy, still gripping a crude digging tool, a trowel of some sort, in his limp hand.
            It was the tool of a farmer, not of a warrior. I dressed the wounds of the injured as best I could and then moved on.
      

      
      As I fixed a splint to a man’s leg, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned and saw Mishca’s father leaning heavily on his
            son. He beckoned me.
      

      
      ‘Stranger, you have saved my son. I cannot ever repay you, but now you must come inside. The soldiers will return at any moment.’
      

      
      
      Sure enough, as the words left his lips, a melee exploded around the corner. A Roman guard was fending off two attackers who
            slashed and struck with relentless ferocity.
      

      
      I followed Mishca and his parents into a doorway across the street as the fighting travelled closer. I raced back across the
            street to help some of the wounded into the house, while those who could walk unaided hobbled to their feet and followed.
            Inside, we slammed the wooden door closed and locked it.
      

      
      ‘The zealots have come,’ said Mishca’s father. ‘They battle the Romans, but they only bring greater wrath upon us.’
      

      
      At that moment, I heard the thundering of hooves blast by the door, and the group in the house sank back. Once the sound passed,
            the man spoke once more.
      

      
      ‘You have saved my son, you have tended to my friends, and yet we do not know you. What is your name?’
      

      
      I paused, then opting for consistency, said, ‘Saul. My name is Saul.’
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      Over the next few days, after the zealots had driven off the Roman attack, I learned more about where I was. It was a small
            village in the land of Palestine. This felt right to me but I did not know why, and I guessed that perhaps Palestine was my
            home. The people were a mix of Jews and Arabs, but the whole area was under Roman occupation.
      

      
      I was told that normally in this area there were only a couple of sentries, and the people were left to themselves, but recently
            bands of religious zealots had attacked Roman posts in small towns like this one. Several days before the attack, zealots
            had stormed a town to the north, and in response the Governor of the region sent a legion of Roman soldiers to a neighbouring
            town to assert their continued authority over the land.
      

      
      That is what had happened here. The village’s name was Chorazin, and it had borne the brunt of Rome’s retribution for an attack
            on a Roman outpost at Thella. They started by taking the children, killing anyone who tried to resist. Of course the families
            fought to keep their children, and as a result many people died. In the case of Chorazin, the zealots had followed Rome’s
            pattern and anticipated the attack; they had mobilised and struck at just the right moment, winning the battle but escalating
            the war.
      

      
      I stayed with Mishca and his family for several weeks. I had no need to leave. My search was one of self-knowledge. I needed
            to know who I was and what I was doing, and Chorazin seemed as good a place as any to start that search.
      

      
      Mishca’s father, Mycha, suffered from his wounds during those weeks. I had patched his leg, but he had a broken rib that was
            slow to heal, so I helped him in the fields where he worked. It was a good arrangement: I got to work and in return was given
            food and a place to stay. All the while, I hoped my memory would return. After nearly a month, it hadn’t.
      

      
      One morning, as the sun bore down on me in the field, and sweat poured off my bronzing back, Mishca ran up to me. We had grown
            close in the time that I had been there. He was intrigued by this mysterious traveller who had saved him from the Roman cages.
      

      
      ‘I do not understand,’ he said as he panted up to me with water. ‘You told my father that you travel west, but you tell me
            you do not know where you travel!’ He was always full of questions. Especially ones I could not answer.
      

      
      ‘Yes, you have it right.’
      

      
      ‘Then, why do you travel at all?’ he looked quizzically up at me.
      

      
      I smiled and winked at the boy. ‘I do not know where I am going. But you must not tell your father that or he will have me
            working the fields for him all year!’
      

      
      The boy smiled, showing his bright white teeth. ‘You do not look very much like a Jew,’ he said. ‘Did you come from far away?’
      

      
      I stopped and studied the boy for a moment. There was a keen intelligence in his eyes. I made a decision to confide in him
            then, both because I was growing frustrated with making up new lies and, for reasons I could not articulate, I trusted him.
      

      
      ‘Mishca,’ I said solemnly, ‘can you keep a secret?’ The boy’s face lit up.
      

      
      ‘What I am about to tell you is a secret between you and me. Do you understand?’ The boy nodded eagerly.
      

      
      ‘I have your word as a man?’ He nodded again, without hesitation. I looked him squarely in the eyes.
      

      
      ‘Mishca, I woke up last month with no clothes, no food and no idea who or where I was.’ I paused. His eyes narrowed. ‘I do
            not even know my own name.’
      

      
      ‘But you said your name was Saul.’
      

      
      ‘I made it up.’
      

      
      ‘But you saved me from the Romans.’
      

      
      ‘I saved you because you were in trouble, not because you were a kinsman.’
      

      
      
      ‘But … then …’ his mind grappled with the idea. ‘Then, how do you know what you’re doing? Who are your parents? Where do you
            live?’
      

      
      I looked at the boy and smiled. Then shrugged. Mishca shook his head and turned it over in his mind. Then he surprised me.
      

      
      ‘Surely you can work a lot of it out?’ he started. ‘There are things you know about yourself that must help. You speak our
            language, so you must come from near here. You called out to the Romans in their tongue, so maybe you were one of the ones
            they captured as a child to join the army. My father says they do that. They take young boys from families and bring them
            up as Romans, or train them to fight in the great games.’
      

      
      ‘Games?’
      

      
      ‘It’s where they make men fight against each other to the death, or sometimes they even fight great ferocious beasts from strange
            lands. I mean, you know how to fight, so maybe you were in the army, although you didn’t fight like any Roman I’ve ever seen.’
      

      
      For all the rambling, the boy was right: I needed to work to solve the riddle myself. Despite all the unknowns, there was
            one thing of which I was certain: there was something I was here to do. I had a purpose, a sense of it. There was a reason.
      

      
      For the past few weeks that I had been in Chorazin, a feeling had been steadily building in me that something was going to
            happen. It had grown from a twinge, but now it was an uncomfortable frustration. I knew I was here to do more than dig fields.
            I looked into the boy’s face.
      

      
      ‘You are right, Mishca. You are absolutely right. And you know why it is that I have to go now.’ I had dreaded telling the
            boy. His attachment to me was very strong, and I too was fond of him. His eyes dropped. He understood, but he wasn’t happy
            about it. Then he brightened suddenly.
      

      
      ‘That’s okay. When you find out who you are, you can come back and visit. Maybe you’re very rich!’
      

      
      I laughed. ‘Maybe I am.’
      

      
      At that moment there came a yell from one of the other workers in the fields. A man ran towards us, shouting frantically and
            pointing back behind him. As he approached, I heard him clearly.
      

      
      ‘Romans! The Romans have come back! They are coming here, a whole legion! The Romans are coming!’
      

      
      My reaction was immediate. I scooped up Mishca in one arm and ran to where his horse was tied to a tree.
      

      
      ‘Ride straight home,’ I urged him, unfastening the animal. ‘Take your family to the grain store, hide in there. You understand?’
      

      
      
      Mishca’s eyes were wide with terror.
      

      
      ‘Mishca!’ I barked at the boy. He refocused on my face. ‘Do you understand?’ I asked again. He nodded.
      

      
      ‘Straight home.’ I smacked the animal on the rump and it lurched forwards, kicking up dust as it sped off, the boy’s skinny
            body clinging tightly.
      

      
      This road was the only way into the town from the Romans’ base at Capernaum, so I knew that Mishca had about a five-minute
            start. Workers ran from the fields and clambered into the surrounding trees to hide. I did the same, but with a different
            intention. The attack was unusual. The Romans usually took retribution on the neighbouring town only when they had first been
            attacked by zealots – following this pattern, the zealots now waited for the soldiers at Bethsaida to the south, leaving the
            people of Chorazin defenceless.
      

      
      I picked up a sharpened metal hoe and ran to the trees near the edge of the road. I swung the hoe into the trunk of a tall,
            bushy tree not a foot from the edge of the road. I drove the hoe down again into the mark I had made, cursing the ineffective
            implement. A small chip flew out. Then I heard it.
      

      
      It was the sound of horses, like thunder over the rise of the field. I swung the hoe again, and again, and again. I could
            hear the shouts of the vicious men now. They were only seconds away. Again, again, again. There wasn’t time. More chips flew,
            and I could see the dust cloud rising over the nearest hill. I had fifteen seconds, maybe ten.
      

      
      I drew the hoe up high above my head, concerned more now with power in the blows than accuracy. I swung it down hard – the
            hoe’s head flew free and I smacked into the tree with the blunt end of what was suddenly a useless stick. Five seconds.
      

      
      In frustration I drew back from the tree, then ran hard and planted the stick in the ground, using it to launch myself up
            into the air like a pole-vaulter. Curled in a tight ball, I kicked out sideways and struck the trunk. Finally the tree fell
            across the road.
      

      
      I dove back into the thicket on the side of the road just as the first figure appeared around the bend, followed by a second,
            then a third. I looked at the tall, thick-bushed tree lying across the road and then at the riders as they slowed, reining
            in their horses. A shout went back through the ranks, and the train of soldiers stopped. The column parted, and a single rider
            came up through the ranks.
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