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PROLOGUE

‘You’re a murderer, Cade.’

Finch’s voice drifted from the darkness. Cade could not see him. He floated in a black oblivion.

He knew this was not real. That somewhere he lay in bed, tossing and turning from fever. He had a memory of it. Saw it in his mind’s eye.

Quintus, fussing over the infection in his leg. Unpicking the rough stitching with his gladius. Draining and cleaning the infection that had set deep into his leg.

Amber, bathing his head with a wet rag. Blessedly cool as his brow burned and he tossed from the pain.

But the fever dream did not abate, even as he clawed  at consciousness. He could not wake, no matter how hard  he tried.

More memories flashed across Cade’s psyche. The slavers, taking him to New Rome in chains. The emperor, trading armour and freedom for victory in the arena. His return, and the battle with the alpha. Amber kissing him. He clung to that single, happy memory, but it melted away like snow.

‘Murderer!’

Cade walked in the sands of the arena now. It was almost empty. No cheering crowds. No emperor watching from  his box.

But there were men standing in front of him. Pale as corpses, eyes wide and staring. Finch. The Chinese soldier. The Confederate Colonel.

Three men he had killed, for the entertainment of thousands.

‘I had no choice,’ Cade whispered. ‘Abaddon made me  do it.’

‘There’s always a choice, Cade,’ Finch’s voice rasped across the sand. ‘Abaddon picked you for a reason. Because deep down, he knew what you were. A killer.’

He laughed, a choking, wheezing laugh. And as Cade spun away, seeking the oblivion of unconsciousness, Finch’s voice morphed into the cruel voice of Abaddon’s avatar.

‘What’s the matter, Cade?’ she giggled. ‘Don’t you like  my game?’

But then there was another voice. It was distant. But kind.

‘… gonna be OK,’ it said. ‘You can do this.’

He saw his mother. His father. Going about their lives, cooking together in their home’s kitchen, like they always did. His home. And he would return someday. One way  or another.

He half-opened his eyes.

Amber looked down at him, her brown eyes filled  with concern.

‘Your fever’s breaking, Cade,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know if you can hear me. Just keep fighting. Just a little longer.’

It was hard to keep his eyes open. He closed them, and felt her fingers smooth his sweat-slick hair.

Fight a little longer.

He could do that.



ONE

Two months later

Cade pressed his face into the soil, praying he would remain unseen. He stilled his breath and listened to the throaty rumbles of the giant beasts ahead of him.

Not yet.

The rushing sounds of the river beyond accompanied the sound, and the wind moaned through the leaves of the trees above. But only one sound broke through the tempest of his thoughts. Thudding. Footsteps that shook the very ground.

Branches crackled as they neared, snapping beneath an enormous weight. Cade clenched his fists, forcing himself to remain motionless.

Just a little closer.

One breath. Two.

They were right on top of him.

 ‘Now!’ he roared, leaping to his feet.

Without looking to see if his friends had joined him, he charged towards the herd that had halted no more than a stone’s throw ahead of them.

A pair of shouts joined his own as Cade waved his arms at the startled animals; a dozen long-necked sauropods seemed to blot out the sky. More than he had expected.

Twenty feet. Ten. Five.

Cade’s scream choked in his throat. He halted in the shadow of the nearest beast. For a moment their eyes met, and he saw the dull cow-like eyes roll back in their sockets.

Amber and Quintus came to a stop on either side of him, their yells fading, in awe of the elephantine beasts before them.

 ‘Move,’ Amber screamed hoarsely. ‘Come on!’

For a long, hanging second, the beasts only stared. And then, as if by some unknown signal, the herd turned and ran.

 ‘Go!’ Quintus yelled.

The very air thundered from the stampede. The chase had begun, and now Bea, Trix and Yoshi emerged from the trees nearby, crowding in from the side, screaming like banshees and forcing the lumbering giants to hug the riverbank.

As they followed the path of least resistance between the tree line and the flowing water, Cade watched the largest of the beasts slow, though whether due to exhaustion or the realisation that the small humans chasing them were no danger, Cade could not guess.

 ‘Just a little further!’ Cade panted.

But the beasts had come to a halt, the nearest creature even turning to face them. It was a large specimen, its neck and flanks pitted with scars from attacks by far more formidable predators.

It took a step forwards, its long tail lashing behind. And then, a final outcry, as two more figures emerged from the trees. Scott and Grace.

They waved a giant banner, hollering at the top of their lungs. The flag, no more than a stretched sackcloth between two poles, looked puny. But at its centre, painted in ash, charcoal and river clay, was a giant eye.

The sight was enough to startle the beasts once more, and the ground reverberated as they took a further few steps back from the new arrivals.

It was enough. The great matriarch that led them fell away from the front of the herd, braying with panic. And then the moan turned into a single scream, cut short almost immediately.

At the loss of their leader, the beasts scattered into the woods, barreling by Bea, Trix and Yoshi as they dived for cover behind the trees.

Cade staggered, panting, to where the great sauropod had fallen: a pit that had been covered with branches, and then a thin screen of mud and leaves.

He crouched and peered over the crumbling edge. It was a cruel sight. The great beast had been spitted by sharpened stakes embedded at the bottom, fire hardened and sharpened to pierce the thick hide and flesh that had fallen upon them.

Even in his moment of triumph, Cade could not help but feel a tinge of regret for having killed the gentle giant. The sauropod breathed a last shuddering breath before its head fell to the ground.

‘It worked!’ Scott cried. He scrambled up beside Cade and stared down. The look of elation on his face soon faded at the grisly sight below.

The others joined them, equally in awe of what they had done.

‘I didn’t think we’d … manage it,’ Amber said.

Cade shook his head. ‘Native Americans used to do something similar for thousands of years. We just used a pit instead of a cliff.’

That hole in the ground had been their personal hell for longer than he cared to remember. It had taken weeks to dig. In fact, it would have been impossible had there not been a natural depression there already, likely carved by a now defunct tributary of the river.

The gathering of their ‘bait’ had also been tricky, for the sauropods would only be tempted by the tender shoots and buds from the tall branches that even they could not reach. Luckily, Quintus could climb like a monkey, cutting free the branches and gathering the bitter fruits that the great beasts seemed to love. They had left these near a natural bush trail, and had taken turns to camp out there, waiting for the herd to come.

As for the eye banner, Cade hadn’t been sure it would work. But Amber had come up with it when she saw the same markings on a butterfly’s wing, designed no doubt to scare other animals too.

‘Now what?’ Yoshi interrupted Cade’s thoughts.

‘Fetch Amber’s axe,’ Cade said. ‘And Scott, you go up ahead to watch for predators. We won’t have long before they come to scavenge.’

He gripped the knotted rope set in the pit’s side and began to descend. It was going to be a bloody evening.



TWO

As the sun slowly began its descent towards the horizon, the team got to work.

The hunt had been one of desperation. Fish, once plentiful, had become scarce, with their stretch of river empty of the small silver shoals that Yoshi had once caught in his nets. They had been forced to make an attempt at big game.

But it had been worth the risk. The giant they had felled was a treasure-trove of food. Cade’s only regret was that they had not planned better for harvesting the great bounty. He now realised that their work had only just begun.

First, they had to breach the tough hide on the outside – thicker than a rhino’s and twice as tough, with a layer of yellowed fat beneath. It took almost an hour of hacking with Amber’s axe to cut a hole in its belly. Another to pull forth the folds of intestine and get to the nutritious organs within. There was no hope of cutting through the great bones and sinews of the legs, though Scott succeeded in cutting free a tail tip the length of a forearm. He dry heaved when he was done.

Regardless, it was the fatted offal within that they needed in the first place. In the modern world, humanity had turned their noses up at anything but the muscles. Yet their ancestors would have fought for the nutritious organs within. The starving teens were no different.

Quintus had some experience in the butchering of meat, having rustled sheep from the Picts he had fought in Scotland. But he had never come close to processing an animal this size. Yet, to Cade’s surprise, the nimble boy crawled into the belly of the beast itself, gladius in hand.

Soon enough, Quintus shoved out the wobbling lump of purple flesh that was its liver, so heavy it took two of them to lift it. Next came the football-sized kidneys, and the heart so large that Cade could put his fist through the arteries. More organs followed, ones Cade could not recognise, but he trusted Quintus to know what he was doing.

As for Grace, she busied herself with attacking one of the giant legs, cutting away at the knee joint with Amber’s axe. All the while, the others worked at carving gobs of grainy yellow fat from around the belly’s slit … And then the pterosaurs came. Circling overhead like vultures.

Once these flying scavengers arrived, Cade knew their time was almost up. Their arrival was the first sign carnivores looked for, if the smell of blood did not attract them first. When Grace finally succeeded in cutting free the leg, he accepted it was time to load up.

It was painful to leave before a carnivore was actually seen, but Cade knew by the time they were warned of one’s approach, it would be too late to take the meat with them. So he called it, wiping the blood and sweat from his brow, ignoring the disappointed groans of the others.

Exhausted, they succeeded in transferring their prize out of the pit and back to the keep in a single trip, hauling it up in makeshift wooden cages they had made specially for the occasion, and then dragged in sleds of sackcloth and sapling logs. It was a mountain of meat.

But they could not feast yet. Only a snack, to give them strength for what was to come next.

Having passed through the tunnel back to the keep, they lit their firepit and flash roasted select slices from the tail tip. Soon, they were sitting around the fire, hungry chewing precluding any conversation. The only noise was the soft groans of relief as they filled their bellies. It had been their first taste of meat in a long time.

‘You sure this is going to work?’ Yoshi finally said, mumbling through a mouthful of sauropod flesh.

He nodded to the structure that they had spent almost as long building as they had digging the trap. A wooden shed, rough and ready as a shed could be, with walls of logs and mud, and a roof of branches, sealed with woven palm leaves and sackcloth from their bedding. Who would have known just how important Amber’s axe would end up being? None of this would have been possible without it.

The smokehouse was smaller than Cade would have liked. But it would have to do.

‘Let’s get cutting,’ Cade said.

Now the most gruelling work of all began. Freshly sharpened swords hacked at the steaming meat, slicing strips to be hung on the horizontal poles affixed within their rickety shed.

Cade himself worked on the great, clawed foot that Grace had succeeded in detaching. He was careful not to nick his blade on the enormous leg bones within. To hold up such weight, they must have been strong as steel.

It looked for all the world like an elephant’s foot, with the same leathery skin and longer claws. Cade was just glad that the herd of sauropods that had stumbled across their path was of the smaller variety.

They worked into the night. Fat was transferred to buckets, to be kept in the cool of the baths below the keep. It was to be rendered later, and their main source of energy – without carbohydrates to fuel them, they were in sore need of it. It would be their cooking oil, their butter, their soup and sauce.

Only when they were done did they light a fire within the shed itself, using green leaves to produce the most smoke, and stop the fire from spreading to the shed itself.

Cade knew only the theory of what they were doing – that the smoke would dehydrate the meat to the point of preservation, making a dinosaur jerky that would last for months.

When the fire was lit, and the smoke billowed into the shed, the group fell where they lay. But not Cade. He sat and stared at the sputtering flames, his face blackened, arms bloodied to the elbows.

 Survival was one thing. But he knew that soon, the Codex would speak again. And the game … would start once more.



THREE

The Codex had been silent since the battle with the alpha. But the timer … it ticked away, just as it had before. Two months had passed already, with no sign of the drone waking.

There was a week to go. Cade had decided to focus on survival and ignore the dark cloud of dread that filled his nightmares.

‘Mind if I join you?’

Amber’s voice broke through his thoughts, startling him from the nodding doze that he had become used to over the past month. Their fear of a return from the slavers of New Rome meant that one of them kept watch each night, keeping an eye out for any ships coming up the river, or dark figures emerging from the tree line.

Cade nodded and scooted aside, and Amber collapsed beside him. It was cool at the top of the mountain, and though he had yet to bathe away the grime of yesterday’s hunt, it was a welcome relief from the hot work below.

‘How’s the fire?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘Yoshi’s keeping an eye on it.’

Her fingers intertwined with his, an unconscious affection that still set his heart aflame. He clasped them back, and the two stared out across the valley. It was beautiful this time of night. The twin moons of red and white cast a warm glow across the expanse of trees, tinged with the first rays of the sun blushing the horizon.

‘It’s nice up here,’ she said. ‘Romantic.’

She lay her head on his shoulder, and he smiled. The food they had gathered today had lifted a great weight from those shoulders.

‘Who knew you could still be romantic while covered in dinosaur guts?’ he said.

She kicked him gently, but he heard her snort. ‘Way to ruin the moment.’

Their romance, hardly begun before his battle with the alpha, had been interrupted by his long recovery. But it was Amber who had sat by his bed as he had tossed and turned from the pain. Amber who had tended to his legs, and bathed his forehead as it blazed hot with fever.

Despite it all, Cade had recovered well, though he was left with a few scars. Thankfully, there was no permanent damage.

‘We don’t need to keep watch tonight,’ Amber said, shifting closer.

Even now, Cade couldn’t tell if it was the cold or affection. But he smiled nonetheless.

‘Oh yeah?’ he asked. ‘How do you figure that?’

‘Look at the pit.’

Cade squinted through the red light of the moons, his eyes following the reflection of the river. At first, he could see only shadows. But as his eyes adjusted, he could see the shifting shapes, a darker black against the gloom. And as the breeze changed, he could almost hear the snarls and snap of teeth as the predators of the jungle fought over the carcass.

‘You think any slavers are gonna come for us with every predator in the vicinity hanging around?’

Cade pressed his lips to her forehead. ‘I think it’s worth the risk if I get to spend the evening with you.’

Amber chuckled. ‘That was just the right amount of cheesy. What did you have planned for me?’

‘Dinner and a movie?’ he asked.

‘Classic,’ she mumbled, lifting her head and stretching. ‘Can you get hold of some Terminator movies for me? You said they made a few more.’

Cade shook his head. ‘Trust me. Once you’ve seen the second, you don’t want to watch the rest.’

Amber sighed.

‘So … dino meat and Le Prince’s projector?’ he asked.

That earned him a grin.

‘It’ll have to do,’ she said, feigning disappointment. ‘Although I don’t think I’d like to look at another Hydra as long as I live.’

‘You’re telling me.’ Cade shuddered. ‘I’m just glad I only had to fight one of their alphas. The last contenders fought hundreds of them … and won.’

The pair linked arms and began the long journey back down the mountain. At the top of the trail they gazed out over the red-sand expanse that stretched as far as the eye could see.

‘You ever wonder what happened to the Romans who were here before us?’ Amber asked. ‘Quintus’s legion, and the ones that came before?’

Cade bit his lip. He had pondered that very thing. The soldiers, Earth’s prior contenders, had marched away to attack another species in one of Abaddon’s rounds. An attempt to move up the leaderboard, and away from the red line that would mean Earth’s destruction if they dropped beneath it. But then they vanished. At least, Cade and his friends hadn’t come across them yet.

Was there another caldera somewhere in the distance? One populated by the primeval beasts of that rival species’ past?

There was still a lot they did not know. Cade wasn’t even sure if they would be defending an attack from a species below their leaderboard, as they had in the last round, or attacking a species above them to move up the leaderboard, as the Romans had.

‘Cade?’

He hesitated, unwilling to turn their happy evening sour. ‘Abaddon brought us here to replace them. That means they’re … not here any more. Let’s leave it at that.’

Amber gave him a half-smile. ‘I like to think they’re still out there.’

Cade doubted it. It had been years by now.

‘You never know,’ he said. ‘Let’s hope so.’

He took her hand. It was time for their first official date.



FOUR

Food. It had been the contenders’ obsession for months, as inescapable as the hunger that had clawed at their bellies every waking moment.

Cade had dreamed of food most nights. Of his mother’s pakoras, fresh from the pan. Sweet jalebis, pretzel-shaped and dripping orange syrup, ready to dissolve in his mouth.

But that night, with his first full belly in months, it was not food that occupied his dreams. No, only the giggling laughter of Abaddon, as claws and teeth reached for him from the recesses of his mind.

Cade jolted awake, cold sweat pooled on his chest. It was still dark; the red of the moon through the cracks in the shutters was all that lit the commander’s room, which he still shared with the other boys.

He sat up and shook himself like a dog, as if he could rid himself of the nightmare. There was no such luck though. Even the soft snores of the others did not turn the oppressive darkness into anything less scary, the primordial part of his brain keeping his heart beating fast.

‘You’re awake.’

Amber’s voice called out from the doorway, and Cade looked up to see her figure silhouetted against the flickering light of the Codex and its timer. He wondered if he had been crying out in his sleep and she had heard him from the girls’ room across the hall.

‘Come on, might as well check on the smokehouse. It’ll be light soon.’

Cade groaned and rolled from the bed, careful not to tread on the snoring form of Quintus. The other boys had brought bunk beds from below up to the room – still too afraid to sleep in the ground floor barracks.

But the young legionary was more comfortable on the floor with a straw-filled mattress. He had taken to sleeping there while Cade recovered, to attend him if he needed water or help reaching the toilets far below. The arrangement had just stuck. Not that Cade minded.

Cade tiptoed over, and Amber led him to the round stone table in the room between the girls’ and the boys’ rooms.

‘We need to talk,’ she said, sitting down and motioning to the next chair over.

‘Oh?’ Cade said.

He sat on the stone chair, and only now did he see her clearly in the flickering blue light of the ticking timer. Her face was drawn and grim, stark contrast to the smile and soft kiss she had given him the night before.

‘After our night together … I … I don’t think we should be together any more.’

Cade’s heart twisted in his chest.

‘I don’t understand,’ he choked, the cold shock of disappointment chasing the sleep-drunk fog from his mind.

‘I just … you’re not a good match.’

Amber tossed her hair and leaned back in the chair.

‘The whole night, all I could think of was … how fragile you are.’

She motioned at him, summing him up with a dismissive wave of her hand. Cade felt his throat close up, and a hint of tears prick the edges of his eyes.

‘Amber …’

But he could not think of anything else to say. It was so sudden. Had he read their date so wrong? They had talked through the night, watching the sunset, even as their heads nodded in sleep. A soft kiss goodbye, heartfelt and tender. It had all been so perfect.

‘I need to think of my future here,’ Amber said, seemingly ignorant of the abject misery her words were causing him. ‘I need someone who’s going to look after me. You know?’

Amber had never needed, nor wanted a protector. She was as independent as any girl he’d met.

‘This isn’t like you, Amber,’ Cade said. ‘Why are you saying this?’

She smiled, but in the ethereal glow it seemed to have a cruel twist to it. It was familiar somehow.

‘I just can’t be with someone as pathetic as you are.’

Cade reached for her hand, and as his fingers brushed her own, he felt a static shock. Amber’s smile turned into a shark-like grin, even as her face shrank and morphed, and her figure shrank before his eyes.

Within moments, he was looking down at a cherubic little girl, her chubby legs dangling from the chair.

Abaddon’s avatar.

‘Your face!’ Abaddon giggled. ‘My my, you do care about that silly girl.’

Cade stared, speechless.

Abaddon jumped to the ground, her face contorted with malicious pleasure.

‘You must forgive my little joke,’ Abaddon said, pointing a dainty finger at his distraught face. ‘Or rather, forget it swiftly, and listen well. I will only instruct you once.’

Cade’s heart, already racing, seemed to rattle in his chest in anticipation of the cruel god’s news. Their time of rest was over. From this moment until the timer reset … they would live in terror.

‘My little crew of contenders has matured well,’ Abaddon said. ‘But watching you battle here bores me. It is time for you to fly the nest, little bird. To succeed where those before you failed. It is time to attack.’

The girl motioned behind Cade, where the Codex’s flickering timer was replaced by the leaderboard – that pyramid of symbols that denoted where each of the Pantheon’s contenders sat within the game.
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As before, mankind was represented by a human skull. The red line under the third row delineated where humans and the other species above them would have their home planet destroyed, should they fall beneath it.

‘You only have one path to attack upwards – this species, here.’

The block above the human skull flashed, and a symbol appeared there. To Cade’s surprise, the symbol was not dissimilar to their own – humanlike but for the enormous eyeholes, non-existent teeth, and an upper skull that was distended like a football. It was, in a word … alien.

Abaddon paused, as if waiting for Cade to speak.

‘What happens if we fail?’ Cade managed.

Abaddon giggled.

‘I will abandon you in their territory to fend for yourselves. Perhaps you can scratch out some form of existence in their lands. But that is not the real consequence. If you lose, I will not be bringing new contenders to the keep. It will be left undefended, and the next attack from below will find no resistance. Your planet will fall beneath the red line and … poof.’

Abaddon clapped her hands, wiggling her dainty fingers.

‘Who are they?’ Cade asked. ‘Are they sentient? Do they have weapons?’

Abaddon tapped her button nose. ‘Your Roman counterparts garnered little knowledge of this species before failing in their attack.’ She chuckled. ‘It has to be written down for the Codex to record it. Why, they did not even have time to give it a name before they were defeated! But you have the skull as a clue. Be glad you have that, at least.’

‘Where will we go?’ Cade asked. ‘And what are the rules?’

Abaddon tossed her golden curls.

‘There are no rules, other than that there cannot be a single enemy left alive in their headquarters before the timer runs out. As for where, you will find out soon enough.’

Cade shuddered involuntarily as the little girl’s sweet voice spoke of death. It was sickening.

Abaddon giggled again. ‘But you have not asked the most important question.’

Cade drew a blank.

‘You must leave in exactly two hours, or the round is forfeit,’ Abaddon said. ‘Gather in the desert, and follow the rising sun.’

And with that … she was gone.



FIVE

‘How long now?’

Cade did not even have time to register who had spoken, instead shouting over his shoulder as he poured the well’s bucketful of water into his amphora. ‘Ten minutes!’

The keep was a mess of activity, as the newly woken contenders hurried to ready themselves for the attack.

Yet, in the cold light of the early morning, Cade took comfort in the preparations they had made before Abaddon had spoken.

In a way, the threat of the slavers’ return had been a blessing in disguise. What little food they had was packed in sackcloths, ready to be moved in case they had to abandon their home.

Their weapons were kept sharp and by their bedsides, as was the linen armour of those who had fought in the arena. Bedding and sackcloth tents had been prepared to take with them, and the sleds they had used to transport the sauropod meat to the smokehouse were ready to go as well, one for each of them.

But there was still so much to do. Amphorae had to be filled with water, and Bea and Trix had volunteered to run to the graveyard in the desert to gather spare jugs to refill for their journey. Even now, he kicked himself for not doing so before.

The meat, now smoked, was being packed to take with them, and an amphora of rendered fat was brought too. The rods and nets they used to catch fish, rare though that was, needed to be taken from their place beside the river.

Fruit they had left on the trees – to stop it rotting – had to be picked from the mountaintop and brought along. There was another week left on the timer, and they needed enough food to last them.

And with each moment, they remembered other things they needed. Utensils to eat with. Spare sackcloth for crafting. Sticks to hold up their tents, should the place they were going have none – certainly the desert would not yield any.

Moreover, the sun would bake them to a crisp if they had to march across the desert without cover. So makeshift parasols were under construction, made by the deft fingers of Quintus and Yoshi. By some good fortune, Quintus had built one before, to shade him as he fished along the riverbank.

A shatter of crockery followed by a scream of frustration sounded from behind him. Bea and Trix were back, and one of the amphorae they had brought from the desert had smashed on the cobbles.

Ignoring their annoyance, Cade tugged one from their arms and uncorked it, then began to fill it as he had done with the others.

‘Well done,’ was all he managed. ‘You take over now.’

He dropped the empty bucket back in the well and turned to survey the others. Their sleds were lined up in front of the door in the keep’s wall, almost all fully packed.

Drake’s armour, that which Cade had worn in the battle against the alpha, was too heavy and hot to wear through the trek in the desert. It lay packed atop his own sled, the one at the very front.

To his surprise, everyone but the twins was waiting for him beside their sleds. Quintus and Yoshi had only managed four rudimentary parasols, but they were big enough to be shared between two people if they walked beside each other.

All in all, they were as ready as they could be. He stood beside the well, staring at the Codex, which had begun following him again.

There was a smaller timer below the first, denoting their time to prepare.

00:00:01:11

00:00:01:10

00:00:01:09

‘Come on,’ he called over to Bea and Trix as they filled another batch of amphorae and lowered the bucket once more.

00:00:00:57

00:00:00:56

00:00:00:55

‘That’s the last one.’ He tapped Bea on the shoulder. ‘Leave it. We can’t risk it.’

He picked up two full amphorae and stumbled over to his sled, loading them as carefully as he could amid the morass of sacking, sticks and rope.

The twins followed, taking up their stations beside their sleds and looking mournfully at the pile of empty amphorae they had left behind.

‘Move out,’ Cade bellowed. ‘We have to get to the desert, now!’

They pulled, the runners of the sleds scraping against the ground. The wood screeched along the cobblestones, then began to judder over the bones in the muddy field beyond the keep.

Ribs scattered beneath Cade’s feet as the Codex hovered in front of him, the count dropping slowly.

00:00:00:19

00:00:00:18

00:00:00:17

‘Come on!’ Cade yelled, heaving on the rope as the desert sand shone ahead, just beyond the shade of the cliffs on either side.

He felt the crunch of sand and salt beneath his feet as the timer ticked down to zero. He dropped the rope and staggered, turning to see the others grind to a halt beside him.

His eyes turned to the Codex, waiting. For three juddering breaths, he waited. But if they had missed it, there was no indication. Only the flicker as the smaller timer disappeared, and the larger one continued its inexorable count.

‘Did we make it?’ Amber panted.

Cade turned towards her, and his eyes widened. Just behind them, a giant, opaque forcefield had bisected the canyon, blocking their return to the keep.

‘There’s our answer,’ he said, feeling a twinge of annoyance. Part of him had hoped they’d be able to bend the rules and sneak back to the keep for more water. He should have known better.

‘So what now?’ Scott wheezed, flat on his back behind them.

Cade turned to the blazing sun, already feeling his skin burning under its glare.

‘We walk,’ he said.



SIX

The walk was hell. One that was made harder by their flimsy parasols, which could only cover four pairs. Every ten minutes, two of them would switch places, for there were eight of them walking the desert.

And even with this paltry shade, there was little to protect them from the reflection of the salt crust in the desert. The fair-skinned Bea and Trix, as well as the freckled Scott, were struggling the most.

They had stopped to make headscarves from the spare sackcloth they had brought. But after a day’s walk, their water stores were already beginning to empty. If they did not see their destination within a day, they would die in this desert.

‘How much further?’ Bea asked.

Cade, leading the train of sleds alongside Amber, gazed once more at the horizon. But it was devoid of all life. Just an endless glaring white.

‘There’s nothing,’ Cade called. ‘We should take a break.’

He waited for the others to catch up, and they gathered in a circle, sitting on their sleds with their parasols held high.

‘Maybe we should travel at night,’ Amber said after the group had caught their breath and gulped down more water.

‘Then we can’t follow the sun,’ Grace replied.

‘Is that what we’re following?’ Yoshi kicked the sand in frustration. ‘Then we’re on a wild goose chase.’

Cade furrowed his brow. There hadn’t been time to tell everyone the full scope of Abaddon’s instructions.

‘Well, it’s what Abaddon told us to do. Why do you say that?’

‘Because the sun moves. We’ll be curving from left to right. Basically a meandering circle, depending on how this planet is positioned.’

Yoshi illustrated his point with a sweeping finger.

‘Well, what should we do instead?’ Cade asked.

Yoshi shrugged. ‘We’re at Abaddon’s mercy. His little toys to move as he likes. I’m just saying he’s set us a pointless task. At the very least the Codex could be leading us instead of this sun crap.’

Scott chuckled bitterly. ‘Well, maybe he just wants us all tanned for when we go into battle. You know, we gotta look good for the show.’

Grace rolled her eyes, though Cade saw the edges of her lips twitch.

He looked to Quintus. The young legionary was not the most talkative, but Cade had hardly heard a word from him since they had set off.

‘Quintus … what do you think?’ he said loudly, for Quintus was not watching their lips, but rather staring at the ground.

His friend looked up, and only now did Cade see the dejection in his eyes.

‘My legion was three thousand, and … there were a few hundred others. They did this before us. Walked into the desert. They had weapons. Food. Much more than we.’ He bit his lip. ‘We are eight. Hungry. Little armour. How can we win where they … did not?’

His words echoed the heat-fuddled thoughts that Cade himself had been having. He’d been trying to ignore them; they were a bridge to be crossed later.

No one spoke, but he saw their eyes turn to him.

‘Abaddon would not put us in a situation we had no hope of winning,’ Cade muttered.

‘Wouldn’t he though?’ Grace demanded. ‘Maybe he’s bored of us. Wants to wipe the slate clean. When we attack, we don’t drop below the red line. That only happens if we get attacked from below and lose.’

‘So he might throw us away on a suicide mission and get new contenders to replace us?’ Amber asked.

‘Why not?’ Grace asked. ‘He’s done it before.’

Cade let out a long breath. ‘He did mention there would be new contenders, didn’t he?’ He tried to remember. ‘Right before my battle with the alpha – something about getting help?’

‘So … we’re going to meet them before the attack?’ Scott asked.

‘Or maybe they’re the ones who will replace us,’ Grace retorted.

Cade wished he could remember the exact wording of what Abaddon had said. But it had felt like they would be given help.

‘Look,’ he said, holding up his hands. ‘I can’t read Abaddon’s mind. Who knows what sick motivations he has. But what I can tell you is he doesn’t lie.’

‘Yeah, right …’ Grace muttered.

‘If he said we’ll be getting help, then I believe him,’ Cade went on. ‘Quintus, do you know if there are any missing legions that he might place in the keep? We know he has a thing for Romans.’

But Quintus wasn’t listening. He was standing on his sled, staring out across the plains.

‘Quintus?’

The young legionary turned, and Cade saw the hint of a smile upon his friend’s face.

‘I see something.’

He beckoned Cade to jump up, and Cade did, blinking as he left their makeshift shade. Quintus pointed.

At first, Cade could not see anything, his eyes yet to adjust to the glare. But then, as he focused, he saw it, just to the right of the sun’s place above the horizon.

It was small, almost a stain on the white of the salt flats. But the more he looked, the more he could make out. A structure. Alone in the sea of sand.

‘Well, at least we’re not going on a wild goose chase,’ Cade announced. ‘Come on … if we hurry we can get there before nightfall.’

They approached as the sun set, the structure casting a long shadow towards them as they staggered the last hundred feet of their day’s journey.

It was a ruin. It was made of stone, though the outsides were blackened with the fire that had destroyed what must have once been a fort.

A crumbling tower at its front dominated their view, with a ring wall in varying states of disrepair behind it. Strangely, there was a wide space open beneath the tower, with large iron gates rusted off their hinges lying in the sand in front of it.

It was, as far as Cade could tell, human in origin. But then … who knew what their enemy was capable of.

‘What is it?’ Scott called out.

The Codex zoomed off, though the question was not necessarily addressed to it. In a flash of blue, it scanned the fort, before returning to its original position.

‘ The harbour settlement of Jomsborg was completed in 965 in northwestern Poland, by order of the Danish king Harold Bluetooth, as recorded in the Viking sagas of Knytlinga and Fagrskinna.’

Cade stared at the fort, realising that it must contain an entire village within, and that the wide space beneath the tower may well have been the harbour entrance for ships. Excitement, and even a tinge of hope, fluttered through his chest, but with an equal measure of disappointment. The fire damage on the outside told him that much of what was once there would have been burned to a crisp.

‘Did he say bluetooth?’ Scott asked.

‘Yes,’ the Codex replied in its robotic voice.

‘That’s what Bluetooth was named after,’ Cade said, remembering that bit of trivia from the long historical documentaries he once watched with his father. ‘The inventor was a fan of Viking history.’

He grabbed the rope and moved forwards.

‘Come on. If it’s a trap, there’s not much we can do about it.’



SEVEN

Cade hurried ahead, dragging the sled behind him, new strength coming to him with the anticipation of rest. The temperature had dropped dramatically, and his sweat-soaked clothes were beginning to chill. There was not much hope of finding wood for them to burn, but if it was to be their final destination, they could burn the sleds.

He staggered through the entryway with trepidation, for the stone above seemed to be held up by dust alone. Yet, once they emerged from beneath, they found themselves in a space far larger than he had expected.

It was a village, that was for sure, made up of a series of stone shells that had no roofs at all. But strangely, there was a wide, open basin in front of where the houses stood, with wooden platforms built into the air.

Cade realised that they were standing in the harbour itself – now devoid of water. The wooden platforms must have been the jetties, surviving the fire thanks to the water they had once sat upon.

Not so the houses, which were more blackened and decrepit than he had thought they would be. Many had fallen to rubble, but the tower itself was made entirely of stone, and was the only building in the vicinity that might afford proper shelter. He only hoped it would not collapse when they entered.

‘I wonder how long this has been here,’ Yoshi said.

Cade was wondering the same thing, but since it had never been scanned, there was no way of knowing. His only clue was the yellowing grass that remained – suggesting it had been here in the desert only a few years.

It might have lain in ruin on Earth for centuries before Abaddon teleported it into stasis, ready to be dropped on Acies at a moment’s notice. One thing was for sure: this was no coincidence.

‘Codex, do we continue following the sun tomorrow?’ Cade asked.

The Codex floated silently, and ignored his question.

‘Great,’ he groaned before turning to the group.

‘I know we’re all tired. But we have to take advantage of the light before it gets dark. Let’s split into two groups – Amber, Grace, Scott, you circle left. Bea, Trix, Yoshi, circle right. Anything we can burn, any tools, anything at all, bring it back here. Quintus and I will watch the sleds, see if we can’t get the Codex to tell us what’s going on.’

‘Aye aye, Captain,’ Scott said, throwing an exaggerated salute.

This earned him a good-natured shove from Grace, and the two groups trudged away.

When their footsteps had receded, Cade sat down heavily beside Quintus on the legionary’s sled.

‘You think your legion came here first?’ Cade asked, after waving for his friend’s attention.

Quintus shrugged and pointed at the ground where their footsteps had tracked in sand and salt from the desert.

‘No marks but our marks,’ he said.

Cade sighed. He supposed it was for the best – retreading the same path the Roman army had taken could only lead to their defeat. After all, what could they achieve that three thousand trained soldiers could not?

‘Codex, do we fight tomorrow?’ Cade called.

Silence.

‘Thanks, real helpful.’

Quintus shuffled his feet and kicked a small pebble down the cobbles.

‘Come,’ Quintus said. ‘We must see if safe.’

The legionary staggered forwards, wincing at his aching muscles. Cade followed suit, but to his surprise, the entrance to the gatehouse and its tower was halfway up the stonework beside the gates, as if those who had once occupied it could fly. But of course, Cade realised, the entrance would have been at water level, which he now knew had been at least fifteen feet above them. The remnants of barnacles, calcified along the gatehouse’s base, confirmed his theory.

They curved right, walking up the slope along the wall, until they found some stairs. There they walked back along the ramparts, peering into the village for a glimpse of their friends. But there must have been at least a hundred dwellings there blocking their view.

If Cade had been hoping for weaponry, or any other useful items on the walls, he was disappointed. The place had been picked clean, likely by the locals who had lived near the ruin over the years, as it lay empty in its harbour. Of course, that would have been before Abaddon had taken it.

They reached the gatehouse, and the tower at its top. This too was practically empty. A broken chair, simple and wooden, lay in the entrance. Dust, rags, the iron rim of an old barrel were within the main room, and an open room adjacent yielded only broken crockery and a splintered table. Nothing but firewood.

Still, there was a spiral staircase built into the inside, and after a brief pause to catch their breaths, the pair mounted the steps. It was like a small lighthouse, and when they reached the peak, Cade could see the remains of two giant braziers there, screwed so tightly into the walls that no one would have been able to scavenge them. These must have been used as signal fires.

But it was not these that fascinated him. ‘Whoa,’ Cade said, stumbling towards a catapult resting upon a stone platform. But the ancient piece of siege equipment was no longer workable. The ancient ropes that had once powered it had long since rotted away, and the timber that made up its frame had warped.

Beside it was a pile of perfectly round stones. At the very least, they could drop these on an invader’s head as they rushed through the open harbour entrance.

It was a paltry find, but Cade was not willing to let their good fortune go unnoticed. He held up his hand for a high five. Quintus stared at it blankly.

‘Oh …’ Cade said. ‘Right, I forgot.’

High fives weren’t a thing in Roman times.

Instead, he clapped his friend on the back.

‘It’s something,’ he said, half to himself.

Quintus perched on the tower’s edge and beckoned Cade to join him. They dangled their legs and stared out over the sunset. Tomorrow they may well die. But for now, he was with his best friend, watching the sun set.

They slept fitfully that night. The beds at the keep, paltry though they were, seemed like heaven compared to these simple mats of sackcloth laid out on the cold, uneven cobbles of Jomsborg’s gatehouse.

To Cade’s dismay, their search had turned up nothing. Only broken furniture that they used to fuel their hungry little fire, its low crackling echoing through the empty shell that was their new shelter.

It was a huge step down from their home at the keep. And as they had settled down for the night, Cade could think of nothing to say to lift their spirits.

So it was no surprise that as the dawn light filtered through the arrow slits of the gatehouse, he saw his friends were all awake as well.

The relief of the end of their desert trek had been replaced by trepidation. A battle was to come. And they might not all survive it.

Yet there was nothing to do but wait. The Codex remained silent, no matter how often they cajoled it.

‘So …’ Scott said, stretching. ‘Who’s up for a bit of dinomeat?’

He reached into the sack he had been using as a pillow and tossed a shred of the stuff to Cade, before stuffing another into his mouth.

Cade looked at the wrinkled, black-singed morsel that was about as tough as leather. He lifted a tentative hand and placed it on his tongue.

To his surprise, it had a pleasant smoky taste, though he had to swig a gulp of water to help chew up the toughened flesh. At the very least, it was edible.

The crew huddled around Scott’s bag, each taking a piece of their own and sighing with relief as their hunger abated. They had not tried the meat the day before, for it was packed deep among the sleds, and had preferred the sweet fruit from the orchards to keep them going.

Cade allowed himself a moment to relax, the sounds of concentrated chewing all that could be heard.

Or … was it?

There was a strange noise coming from outside. Halfway between a bird and an insect, a buzzy trill that was almost musical in its utterance.
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