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20:00

‘Something’s coming,’ Calo whispered, looking up at the leafy canopy.

Maria followed his gaze. The thick foliage was like an umbrella, keeping the rain off their heads. The dirt beneath her boots was dry. She cleared her throat. ‘It was too big to climb trees.’

‘Silence, chica,’ Calo said, still peering upwards.

The businessman hovered eagerly behind Calo. He was a foreigner, and his expensive hiking clothes looked brand new. Maria didn’t know his name—only the name of his company, Blackwell Holdings.

19:15

Maria listened. She couldn’t hear the sounds of the village anymore. They were too deep in the jungle. Hopefully they would be able to find their way back.

‘Is this where you saw the creature?’ the businessman asked quietly. His tone made it clear that he would blame her if he came home empty-handed.

‘I was standing right here,’ Maria said. ‘I saw it through that gap in the trees. It was on that hilltop, over there.’

The two adults turned to look at the hilltop, green and silent.

‘The hill is far away,’ the businessman said. ‘How can you be certain?’

‘I told you. This thing was big.’

18:45

A cloud of birds exploded out of some bushes in the distance, screeching and flapping. The businessman flinched.

‘Just birds,’ Calo said.

‘But something startled them,’ the businessman said. ‘Let’s go.’

Maria followed Calo, and the businessman followed her. Her sense of doom grew with every step. She shouldn’t have told anyone what she had seen. Her parents shouldn’t have taken the businessman’s money. He kept eyeing the jungle like it was a catalogue, or a menu. You shouldn’t watch out for things to eat in the jungle, she thought. You should watch out for things which might eat you.

But she couldn’t back out now. The vice president of Verde was a friend of the businessman’s. Any disobedience would have consequences for her family.

15:10

Calo fell.

The ground up ahead had looked solid, but it was just a carpet of duckweed floating on dark water. This was a lake, not a clearing.

As Calo’s legs disappeared into the water, Maria caught his collar. He was too heavy, and pulled her off her feet, but she grabbed one of the vines dangling over the lake with her other hand. It was strong enough to hold them both up. The businessman stood back while Maria hauled Calo back onto dry land.

14:30

‘Gracias,’ Calo wheezed.

‘You’re my guide,’ the businessman snapped. ‘What am I paying you for?’

They were deep in uncharted territory. There was no way Calo could know every hazard on every animal trail. But he said, ‘I’m sorry, señor. It won’t happen again.’

‘It had better not. Find a way around.’

Calo shook his feet, trying to dry them. ‘This way.’

He led them towards the narrowest part of the lake, where there was a fallen tree. The trunk was thick and long—it must have been hundreds of years old when it fell, maybe thousands. The trunk stretched all the way to the opposite shore of the lake. It looked almost like it had been deliberately pushed over to make a bridge . . . except there was no animal strong enough to do that, and no way to get a bulldozer this far into the jungle.

11:00

‘Will that take our weight?’ Maria asked.

The businessman pointed at Calo. ‘You first.’

Calo nodded, and climbed up onto the tree trunk. It didn’t appear to shift under him. He walked across it like a gymnast on the beam, his wet shoes squelching.

10:40

Maria was about to follow when the businessman pushed her aside. He clambered up and walked across the bridge, more carefully than Calo had. When he reached the opposite shore, Maria climbed up and followed. The trunk felt as solid as a concrete bridge, but she kept her eyes straight ahead, as if looking into the murky water would cause her to fall in.

When she hopped down onto the opposite shore, she found the two men staring at the ground.

09:50

‘What?’ she said.

Calo stepped back so she could see. Maria’s eyes widened. There was a footprint in the dirt. Not human—the big toe was separated from the others, further back, almost like a thumb.

The footprint was almost a metre long.

‘It’s real,’ the businessman breathed, his dark eyes wide and hungry.

Maria had been wondering if she had imagined it—the enormous silhouette crouched on top of the hill, glimpsed between the trees. Now she knew for sure.

‘This footprint is at least two days old,’ Calo said. ‘The creature may have moved on.’

‘Gorillas are very territorial,’ the businessman said.

‘This is not a gorilla.’

‘No. But something startled those birds. It’s here.’

They walked deeper into the jungle, following the direction of the footprint. Soon they found another one, half-concealed by a crumbled rock. A series of trampled ferns made something like a trail.

08:10

Then they rounded a bend, and saw the bones.

They were stacked like kindling for a campfire. The skull perched on top was huge, with teeth as big as knives and eyeholes the size of rockmelons. A line of dirt had been drawn across its brow. A swirling pattern had been drawn in the dust around the pile.

08:00

The businessman groaned. ‘We’re too late. It’s dead.’

‘No,’ Calo said, before Maria could stop him. ‘This looks ceremonial.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Some animals have rituals. I think this might be the result of . . . well, a funeral.’

The businessman looked eager. ‘So there might be more of these creatures.’

Calo was examining the fragments. ‘Not much of this jungle is left unexplored. And this one was very old when it died, perhaps a year ago. A female, judging by the pelvis.’

Maria had known Calo long enough never to lend him money, but she trusted him when it came to nature. When her abuelo caught malaria, it was Calo who helped Maria find a cinchona tree and powder its bark for medicine.

‘These bones have been undisturbed for a year?’ Maria asked.

‘Other animals must be smart enough to stay away,’ Calo said. ‘Or perhaps our target is maintaining the grave. Or both.’

07:25

The businessman approached, leaving boot prints in the spiral patterns. He reached for the skull.

‘Don’t touch her,’ Maria said, without thinking.

The businessman glared at her, but dropped his hand. ‘A dead animal is useless to me,’ he said. ‘I need a live one for my research. Keep looking.’

06:00

They looked around until they found another giant footprint, and then followed the trail uphill.

Maria nudged Calo. ‘Do animals really have funerals?’ She asked the question in Spanish, so the businessman wouldn’t understand.

04:40

‘Some birds do. And gorillas certainly have culture. Groups of them—troops, they’re called—prepare food differently from one another. They have a sort of language, and they grieve for their dead. But I’ve never seen anything like this.’

Maria was fascinated. She’d never seen a gorilla in the wild—they came from Africa, not South America—but she’d been to the zoo in the city once, and seen one perched on a rock, munching leaves on an island in the middle of a moat.

04:25

‘Are they as smart as humans?’ As she asked the question, Maria wondered how that could be measured. Her dog couldn’t read a book, but it was better than her at finding rats.

‘Smarter than some,’ Calo said, with a glance back at the businessman.

Maria suppressed a laugh.

There was a clear trail now. Something big had been climbing this hill regularly. The vegetation had been bludgeoned aside over the years.

03:40

Maria heard a click. When she looked back, she saw that the businessman was loading darts into a rifle.

‘You’re going to shoot it?’ she said, alarmed.

‘I already told you.’

‘I thought you meant with a camera!’

‘No. Once we find it, stay out of my way. The tranquilliser in these darts would kill a human.’

Maria looked at Calo. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. He had known about this.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ Maria said. ‘It’s huge—how will you take it anywhere?’

‘Depends where it goes down,’ the businessman said. ‘Hopefully airlifting. I have a helicopter standing by—though some of these trees may have to be cleared.’

03:00

Maria was about to argue with him, when she noticed a thick log lying across the trail up ahead. It would be hard to go around it. Both ends were engulfed by the shrubbery on either side of the trail.

‘Look,’ she said.

‘We can climb over that,’ the businessman said. ‘No big deal.’

Nodding, Calo started walking towards it.

‘That’s not what I meant,’ Maria insisted. ‘If the animal uses this trail all the time, why would that log be there?’

‘You’re stalling,’ the businessman said.

Calo was already climbing over the log.

‘Wait,’ Maria said. An animal smart enough to have a funeral is definitely smart enough to set a trap.

Calo, perched atop the log, paused. ‘What?’

And then the log lifted up into the air.

02:20

Maria screamed and the businessman shouted in alarm as the log rose up, dirt sliding off the sides. Calo clung to it, his eyes wide with panic.

The creature emerged.

It was huge. Twice the height of any gorilla. It held up the log like it was a baseball bat. Red eyes burned under shaggy brows. Muscles bulged under its silver-flecked fur as it lifted the log higher. A stumpy tail thumped the ground as the creature roared, exposing huge yellow fangs.

02:05

‘Help me!’ Calo shrieked. He dangled from the log, at least five metres above the ground.

The businessman raised the tranq gun and took aim at the giant.

‘No!’ Maria cried. If he shot the creature it would drop the log, and Calo could be crushed. She grabbed the barrel of the gun.

02:00

The businessman fired anyway. The shot went wide, and the dart thunked into a nearby tree.

‘Stupid girl!’ the businessman snarled at Maria.

The monster hooted like an oncoming train and spun around, flinging the log into the distance with Calo still clinging to it. The log disappeared over the treetops, Calo’s scream fading away to nothing.

01:55

Maria backed away as the giant stomped towards her, shaking the ground beneath her feet. The businessman frantically tried to load another dart into his gun. The monster swung a gigantic fist at him and knocked him off the trail. He flew sideways into the jungle like a ragdoll.

The giant looked over Maria’s shoulder at the footprints all around the stack of bones. Then it turned its furious gaze back to her.

01:45

Maria whirled around and ran back down the hill towards the bridge. The giant gave chase. Maria ran as fast as she could, but the creature was catching up. Its booming footsteps made the trees quiver around her.

The fear felt like spiders crawling all over her brain, making it hard to think. Running straight down the hill was a bad idea. The monster’s legs were longer than her whole body. It would be faster than her.

01:40

Instead, she darted off the path, barging through waist-high shrubs. The gaps between the trees were narrow. She could fit, but the monster wouldn’t. She squeezed through a gap, trampling the undergrowth, her heart thudding against her ribs.

There was a tearing, crashing sound behind her. Maria turned and saw that the creature hadn’t even slowed down. It shoved the trees aside with such force that the roots snapped and they toppled like bowling pins. The giant was unstoppable.

Maria shouldn’t have told Calo she had seen it. She should be at home, in bed. Now she was going to die.

She kept running, tears on her face. She had no plan. She was so panicked that she didn’t even realise where she was going until it was too late.

01:30

The lake was dead ahead, hidden under a cloak of leaves and algae. And because Maria had veered off the trail, this time there was no tree trunk to climb across. She was trapped between the water and the rampaging giant.

She looked left and right. Nowhere to hide. The lake and penned her in, like—

Maria suddenly remembered the moat which had surrounded the gorilla at the zoo. Gorillas couldn’t swim. Maybe the giant couldn’t, either.

She looked around frantically. This far off the trail, the dense jungle crowded in, extending the canopy of branches and vines out over the lake. She couldn’t just wade across it either. The weeds and the muddy floor would slow her down, and the giant had long arms. It would reach out and pluck her from the water.

01:15

Instead she ran towards the edge of the lake and jumped. She sailed across the water for a second, arms flailing, and then grabbed one of the stiff vines hanging overhead.

She expected to swing like Tarzan, but the vine was too tangled in tree branches to move very far. She reached for another vine, then another, climbing out over the still water like a kid on the monkey bars.

Back on the shore, the giant stormed after her, hooting and bellowing. Maria swung forwards, desperate to get out of reach.

01:05

The giant stepped into the water, just as Calo had done earlier. It screamed with rage—it must not have realised there was water under the layer of leaves. It toppled into the lake with a splash that created a huge wave, big enough to wet Maria’s dangling feet.

01:00

Trying to save itself, the creature grabbed a fistful of vines in its enormous hand. With a popping, creaking sound, the vines snapped under the giant’s weight. The damage spread across the network of foliage, branches ripping and tree trunks cracking all around.

Suddenly the vines Maria dangled from weren’t attached to anything. She screamed as she fell backwards into the lake.

Sploosh. The water was pitch black, the carpet of leaves blocking out the sun. Maria thrashed around, her clothes suddenly heavy. Without the light, she couldn’t tell which way was up. The panic grew and grew.

00:50

Welcome to the jungle. Where even the water tries to eat you.

Somehow she found the surface. She spat out the dirty water, took a quick gulp of air and turned around—

The giant was right above her!

Maria screamed, but the giant ignored her. Its panicked eyes were wide. Its feet must have been stuck deep in the mud of the lakebed.

As it tried to free itself, one of its flailing arms came down towards Maria. It was like the sky was falling. She rolled aside just as the arm hit the lake and created a dark wave that washed her out of the creature’s reach.

There was a sharp crack.

00:40

The giant stopped thrashing and sniffed the air suspiciously. A look of great sadness crossed its hairy face. It toppled over backwards and hit the water. Another black wave rolled out, washing Maria further from the shore.

The creature sank, but not far. It was close to the edge of the lake, and too big to submerge.

Treading water, Maria spotted the businessman between the trees, lowering his tranq gun. His hiking clothes wore torn and muddy. His face was bruised and bleeding. But he was grinning.

‘Is Calo OK?’ Maria called.

The businessman ignored this. He lifted a satellite phone to his ear.

00:00

‘Send in the helicopters,’ he said. ‘And prep the container. I want to be on the first ship out of here.’
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20:00

‘Watch out!’ Quinn screamed.

It was a dumb thing to yell. He and Yolandi were the only two people on the deck, and neither of them had any way of steering the cargo ship. He should have said, ‘Hang onto something!’ or ‘Get away from the edge!’

Yolandi turned. ‘Watch out for wha—’

19:55

The hull shrieked, a deafening squeal of metal on metal. The deck lurched under Quinn, like a lift stopping too suddenly, and his feet slid out from under him. He hit the deck, bruising his elbow. His phone went flying out of his hand and skittered away. Yolandi crashed down next to him, landing on her satchel. Quinn heard her laptop crack inside.

Thunder boomed somewhere. Quinn’s heavy breaths left condensation on the cold steel of the deck.

Dad had told them not to come up here. Too dangerous without an adult, he’d said. But their cabin was so dull.

This was supposed to be a fun way to spend the summer break. A few days on the boat to pick up Dad’s prototype, and a few days to get back. But there was nothing to do. They weren’t even allowed to use their phones in case someone figured out what Dad was transporting.

This was the last day of the voyage, and they’d run out of games to play below decks. Quinn had thought it would be safe up here. It had never occurred to him that the Vanguard might actually crash.

19:40

‘You OK?’ Quinn asked.

‘I think so.’ Yolandi’s dark hair was all over her face. She blew it aside. ‘What was that?’

‘I don’t know,’ Quinn said. ‘Came out of nowhere.’

‘Yeah, no kidding. We have to tell the captain.’

‘Pretty sure he knows he hit something.’

Yolandi huffed. ‘Yeah, but—’

19:30

The deck started to tilt beneath them. Quinn’s stomach clenched. ‘That’s not good,’ he said.

He tried to crawl up the tilting deck towards the safety rail. But the slope was getting steeper every second. His palms were sweaty. Soon he started to slip backwards on the smooth, wet floor.

19:15

Yolandi was sliding too. ‘Quinn! Help!’

Quinn swiped for the fur-lined hood of her coat, but missed. The crates and inflatable life rafts strapped to the deck were all out of reach. He and Yolandi slid faster and faster across the ship.

There was a gap under the safety rail on the opposite side. If they didn’t do something soon, they would slide through and plummet straight into the ocean.

19:10

They zoomed towards the gap, legs scrabbling helplessly. Yolandi was screaming. Quinn’s heart raced. He was headed straight for one of the poles that held up the rail. At this speed it was likely to break his leg, leaving him unable to swim when he tumbled into the ocean.

19:05

He stretched out and caught the extendable strap of Yolandi’s laptop satchel, then wriggled away from her as they slid down the deck. ‘Don’t let go!’ he yelled.

They whooshed under the safety rail on either side of the pole and went flying out over the open water. Quinn gripped the strap. Yolandi clung to the satchel. The dark ocean loomed, twenty metres below—

The strap hit the pole and went taut, slashing Quinn’s hands. He barely managed to hold on. The sudden stop jarred his shoulders. He and Yolandi bounced against each other, holding on to opposite ends of the strap as they dangled over the water.

‘I’m gonna be sick,’ Yolandi moaned.

‘Please don’t,’ Quinn said, though he felt the same. He’d never been so scared.

The Vanguard was leaning sideways at a forty degree angle. From here Quinn could see the enormous rip gouged in the side of the hull. Whatever hit the ship had hit it hard. A few big shipping containers had spilled out of the hold and were floating away. If Dad’s prototype was in any of those, he would be so mad.

A fin was circling. Hopefully just a dolphin.

18:45

Yolandi was looking up. ‘I think I can get back onto the deck,’ she said. ‘Maybe.’

Quinn’s arm muscles burned. ‘Hurry!’

Yolandi climbed the strap like a circus performer. She grabbed the railing, looped the satchel around the pole so Quinn wouldn’t fall, then swung up onto the crooked deck. ‘Come on.’

17:30

Quinn started hauling himself up the strap towards the railing, his cut hands stinging. Yolandi had made it look simple. She had always been good at anything physical or sporty. Quinn himself was more a ‘reading a book on the beach’ kind of kid—

There was a sound like a cracking whip from above.

‘Quinn!’ Yolandi shouted.

16:55

Quinn looked up in time to see a huge plastic crate sliding down the sloped deck towards him, trailing ropes with broken ends.

Yolandi scrambled out of the way. Quinn couldn’t do the same—he was still dangling from the strap of her satchel, right in the path of the oncoming crate.

So he let go.

16:50

He got a last glimpse of the crate sliding towards him, Yolandi’s eyes widening with horror, and then he was falling towards the distant ocean.

The wind buffeted his face, tearing at his hair and stealing the air from his lungs. His guts churned. He dropped faster and faster, screaming as the ocean rushed up in a deadly wall of grey.

Above him, the crate hit the rail with a clang. Its shadow eclipsed his own on the water below.

16:45

Splash! Quinn hit the water feet-first, but the impact sent a shock through his whole body. Suddenly he was under, in the dark. The icy saltwater froze every inch of his skin, chilling him to the core.

If he didn’t swim out of the way, that crate was going to land right on top of him. He paddled and kicked desperately, lungs burning, legs aching from the fall. His wet clothes dragged him down.

The crate slammed into the water just behind him and broke open. Machine parts sank towards the ocean floor in slow motion, like snowflakes.

Quinn’s head finally breached the surface. He gasped with relief. The colour returned to his world as the oxygen reached his lungs.

16:00

The ship towered over him. It looked like it was starting to straighten up again. Maybe the cargo had shifted inside, or maybe the crew was pumping out the water somehow.

‘Quinn!’ Yolandi’s silhouette was high above, waving urgently. ‘Shark!’

Quinn spun around. There was the fin he’d seen before, now circling the floating remains of the crate. Investigating. Hungry.

Dad was a physicist, not a biologist, but he had once told Quinn that sharks could smell electricity, even the tiny amounts generated by a frightened fish, or a human heart. And Quinn’s hands were bleeding from the strap. The shark could probably smell that, too.

15:40

Quinn swam towards the Vanguard as fast as he could. Hopefully he could climb in through the rip in the hull.

Soon he was in the shadow of the listing ship, surrounded by half-submerged shipping containers. The torn hull was maybe twenty metres away. Now fifteen. Ten.

‘Quinn!’ Yolandi screamed.

14:20

Quinn risked a glance back, and a wave of panic swept over him. The shark was following him. Its fin cut a graceful line through the water, approaching at a terrifying pace. It would be on him in seconds.

The hull was still at least eight or ten metres away. He wasn’t going to make it.

Quinn changed direction, splashing desperately towards the nearest floating shipping container. He grabbed the side and tried to climb up onto it. But the metal was too slippery, too steep.

14:15

The shark drew closer. Quinn could see the rippling outline of its body beneath the surface. It was a hammerhead. A big one.

Frantic now, he swam around to the other side of the container, where several steel rods held the door closed. He grabbed one of the rods and dragged himself out of the freezing water onto the end of the container.

14:05

Just in time. The hammerhead reared up out of the water, mouth open, its muscular flank banging against the side of the container. It was so close he could have reached down and touched the rows upon rows of triangular teeth. Its jaws snapped shut on empty air, and then it disappeared back down into the depths, out of sight.

Quinn scrambled up onto the highest point of the half-submerged shipping container and hugged his knees, trembling.

‘Quinn!’ Yolandi yelled. ‘Are you all right?’

13:45

He looked up, squinting against the sun. Thanks to the tilt of the ship, Yolandi was directly above him.

‘I’m trapped,’ he called back.

‘Don’t panic. There must be a rope ladder or something around here. Stay there, OK?’

Yolandi disappeared. Stay there, Quinn thought. Like I have a choice.

12:00

He looked around for the shark. There was no sign of it in the dark water. But he noticed something else.

Bubbles.

Quinn cautiously leaned over the edge. The bubbles were coming from the sides of the shipping container.

It took him a minute to realise what this might mean. He watched the water lapping at the corrugated walls, getting higher. The container was sinking.

‘Yolandi!’ he yelled.

Silence from above. The shimmering outline of the shark reappeared, investigating the bubbles.

11:00

Fear gripped Quinn’s chest. ‘Yolandi! The container is sinking!’

She reappeared above. ‘I couldn’t find a ladder. Hang on a minute.’

‘I don’t have a minute.’ The water crept up the sides of the container. Quinn had less and less space to stand on. Creaks and thumps came from within, as though the metal was starting to bend under the pressure.

Yolandi untangled her satchel from around the safety rail and disconnected both ends of the strap. When she put the satchel down, it slid off the sloped deck and plummeted into the water. The shark darted towards it.

10:25

‘Whoops,’ Yolandi said.

‘Hurry up!’ Quinn demanded.

Yolandi extended the strap as far as it could go, then she dangled it over the edge.

‘I can’t reach that,’ Quinn said.

‘You’re not even trying!’

Quinn stood on the highest point of the sinking container and stretched, but the strap remained several metres out of reach. ‘There’s just no way, Yolandi.’

10:00

The water was climbing closer to Quinn’s feet. The container seemed to be sinking faster now.

Yolandi pulled the strap back up. ‘OK, uh . . . I’ll find someone with a longer rope,’ she said. ‘Or someone who can come get you in a boat.’

Boat. Quinn remembered some of the things he’d slid past on the deck. ‘Wait, there are boats right near you!’ he yelled. ‘Inflatable life rafts. They’re in big, orange packages. Do you see them?’

‘Just a sec,’ Yolandi said, and vanished again.

The hammerhead had gotten bored with the satchel, and was circling the shipping container. The container would be completely submerged soon, and the shark seemed to know it.

09:45

There was a hiss and a whoosh from above. Quinn looked up, and saw something that looked like a cross between a tent and a small jumping castle falling out of the sky. The life raft splashed down on the water and settled in front of him, canopy flaps open and waiting.

Quinn felt a pang of gratitude for his sister. He would never say a bad word about her again.

The raft looked only half-inflated, but Quinn couldn’t wait any longer. He leapt off the shipping container, sailed over the water and landed on the spongy plastic inside the raft.

09:20

‘I made it,’ he yelled.

Yolandi’s voice was distant: ‘Great—I’ll go get help.’

A second later, the ocean swallowed the shipping container with a deep gulp. The hammerhead swam around and around the sinking box, looking for Quinn.

Underneath the canopy, the raft really was like a tent. When Quinn caught his breath, he saw a bag of emergency supplies in the raft. He opened it. There was a first-aid kit. A torch. A flare gun. Two sponges. A knife. A hand pump. A mirror. A whistle. And an oar, about the length of Quinn’s arm.

08:05

The engines of the cargo ship were getting louder. Quinn peered through a mesh window. The Vanguard was moving again. The captain must be trying to get it to the port before it sank. Which would leave Quinn stranded on a life raft in open water.

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘Yolandi! Tell them not to leave me behind!’

There was no response. Maybe she was already too far away to hear him.

07:40

Quinn hefted the oar. It was plastic, but it felt strong. His only hope was to paddle over to the ship before it got too far away. Hopefully he could climb in through the rip in the hull.

He scrambled over to the open flaps with the oar—

And the shark’s head burst out of the water, baring a hundred-tooth grin.

07:25

Quinn screamed and fell back into the raft. The shark’s jaws snapped shut, missing the oar, but catching the edge of the raft instead. Quinn scrabbled backwards as the shark thrashed from side to side, shredding the plastic. When it realised the raft wasn’t food, it let go and dived down out of sight.

Quinn stared at the damage, breathing heavily. He could hear the faint whine of escaping air. The floor of the lifeboat was already going soft underneath him.

He had to get back to the ship, fast. But he had to distract the shark first.

Quinn switched on the torch. The LEDs were blinding, even in daylight. His palms left bloody smears on the handle. He flung the torch as far as he could. It splashed into the ocean in the distance. Hopefully the shark would be drawn to the light, or the electricity, or the movement, or the blood.

06:55

He picked up the fallen oar, stuck it in the water, and started paddling. Long, outward strokes. His arms burned, but he was making progress. Every sweep through the water brought the raft closer to the ship.

But the ship was accelerating. Soon it would be going faster than he could paddle. And the punctured raft was collapsing around him like a sandcastle in an earthquake.

‘Come on,’ he told himself. ‘You can do this. Just keep paddling.’

02:35

The shark’s fin reappeared. Heading towards him. Quinn paddled frantically. He was nearly there.

Thump. The other side of the raft hit the hull of the ship. Quinn dragged the oar sideways, turning the sinking raft around.

02:00

He’d missed the hole in the hull, but only by a metre or two. He could see the sheared edges, and the neatly stacked shipping containers in the gloom beyond.

The shark was back. It lunged at him and bit down, this time on the oar, narrowly missing Quinn’s fingers with its fangs. It wrenched the oar out of his hands and took it under, shaking its head from side to side.

Now or never. Quinn threw himself into the water and swam towards the hole in the side of the ship, his heart pounding in his ears.

01:20

He grabbed the torn side of the hole. The metal scratched his wounded hands, but he managed to haul himself up over the edge. He collapsed on the tilted floor inside the cargo hold. Safe.

His blood trickled down the outside of the hull. The moment it touched the water, the shark went crazy. It sped towards the hull and launched itself out of the water like a dolphin.

Quinn scrambled back as the shark landed on the floor inside the ship with a wet splat, tail spasming, jaws opening and closing in eerie silence.

00:30

It couldn’t get to him. It couldn’t even go back outside. It was as vulnerable out of the water as he had been in it. The shark’s eyes rolled in alarm as it began to suffocate.

00:00

Quinn waited for the hammerhead to stop thrashing around. Eventually it lay still, exhausted, maybe dying. He approached it cautiously. Then he put the sole of his foot against its flank, and rolled it back into the sea.
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20:00

‘Hello?’ Zak called.

His voice bounced around the darkness of the cargo hold, coming back a little softer each time until it was gone. Nobody answered.

But he was sure he’d heard something. A thud, like someone dropping a heavy crate onto the metal floor. Then a dragging sound.

Zak was only fifteen, so he had assumed someone else would be supervising him while he worked. But no, he’d been sent to scrub the floor by himself. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone else down here.

19:40

Zak leaned the mop against a parked forklift and grabbed his radio. ‘Yo, Wes. You there?’

Wesley and Zak were never on duty at the same time, but they often used the radio to chat during shifts. Wesley would play Battery—a puzzle game involving magnets and wires—on the console upstairs, and Zak would make suggestions while he cleaned the hold. When Wes was the one working, Zak would bore him with explanations of the science videos he’d been watching. None of Zak’s other friends had been tempted to sign up for work experience on a ship.

‘Yeah?’ Wesley sounded sleepy, even though it was four o’clock in the afternoon.

‘Can you take a quick look at the roster and make sure that I’m supposed to be working?’ Zak asked.

‘You’re definitely on, Zak-Attack. We swapped shifts, remember?’

19:10

‘Right.’ Zak remembered now. ‘It sounded like someone else was down here, but I can’t see anybody.’

Wesley laughed. ‘I hate the hold. I’m always imagining things.’

‘I wasn’t imag—’

18:55

Thump. There it was again. The sound had come from one of the shipping containers near the wall.

‘Call you back,’ Zak said. He picked up his mop and crept towards the container.

He thought about going upstairs. But if he told the manager that he’d ‘heard noises’, she wouldn’t believe him—or she’d come down here, find nothing, and never trust him again.

Because it probably was nothing. Just the hull creaking, or whatever.

18:30

Just the same, Zak’s pulse quickened as he crept closer and closer to the container.

Some shipping containers had windows, so they could later be sold to construction companies as site offices. This one had a single narrow window with steel bars across it. Zak shone the torch on his keyring through the window, but the light just reflected off the dirty glass.

18:05

He circled around to the door. The container had no padlock. That was illegal, but common. If the contents weren’t fragile, valuable or dangerous, the port workers often left containers unlocked so the contents could be inspected or rearranged for better balance. Just the same, Zak had been told never, ever to open one.

I’ll just take a little peek, he told himself.

17:20

The hinges groaned as he hauled the door open. Darkness inside.

‘Hello?’ Zak called again.

Nothing.

Zak pointed his torch into the shadows. The cargo was mostly outdoor furniture. Garden chairs wrapped in plastic so they didn’t get scratched in transit. Terracotta pots stacked all the way to the ceiling. A barbecue. A sturdy wooden table.

The only thing that looked out of place was a small plastic crate labelled FUSION PROTOTYPE—FRAGILE. Zak didn’t see how that could be the source of the noise. But it was possible that someone was crouching behind it.

16:45

He got out the radio again. ‘Hey Wes,’ he whispered. ‘I’m investigating the noise. If I don’t check in with you in less than five minutes—’

‘You’ve been murdered,’ Wesley said. ‘Got it.’

‘I was going to say, “Send a search party”,’ Zak grumbled. He crept into the darkness of the shipping container, and shone his torch behind the crate.

No-one was there.

Zak wove around the towers of furniture, peering into the dark spaces around every corner. There was just dust, and grimy metal.

15:10

At the start of the voyage, there had been a rumour about a stowaway—a Verdan boy smuggling himself out of the country. Zak had assumed the story wasn’t true. If the boy was on board, someone would have seen him by now. But what if he was hidden behind a false wall in this container?

Zak reached the back of the container and knocked on the wall. The metal didn’t sound hollow.

Relieved but disappointed, Zak lifted his radio. ‘Hey, Wes?’

‘You been murdered yet?’

‘Nope. There’s nothing here. Guess I was imagining it after all.’

He started to make his way back towards the other end of the container—

14:05

There was a huge crash, followed by a deafening screech. The container lurched sideways as though a truck had ploughed into it at top speed. Zak screamed as the impact flung him sideways, face-first into the wall. His radio and torch went flying, sending wild circles of light across the walls like at a disco. A pile of cheap garden chairs tumbled onto him as he hit the ground, his head spinning.

Bang! Something else crashed into the outside of the container, hard enough to dent the steel wall . . . and slam the doors shut.

‘No!’ Zak cried. It was his worst nightmare—getting trapped inside one of the containers. ‘Somebody help me!’

13:40

There was a horrible scraping sound. The floor was tilting. A wooden table and a barbecue were sliding towards the back of the container, where they would flatten him.

Zak dived under the wooden table, just in time. The barbecue crashed into the side of the table and stopped moving. The stack of terracotta pots toppled over, shattering against the tabletop and sending jagged shards flying. Zak covered his head with his arms as everything around him was smashed.

And then he realised it wasn’t just the furniture. The container itself was moving. Sliding across the floor of the cargo hold.

His radio crackled from somewhere in the darkness. ‘Zak! The ship has hit something! We—’

13:00

Then there was a sudden drop. The container was falling, like a lift with snapped cables. Zak’s stomach felt like it was trying to crawl up his throat. The furniture floated around in the sudden weightlessness. Daylight appeared in the dirty window of the shipping container. The container was outside the ship somehow—

12:55

Splash! The container hit the water. Everything in it hurtled towards one end, like asteroids plummeting out of the sky. Zak crash-landed on top of a pile of broken wood, twisted metal and shattered ceramic. It hurt more than anything he’d ever experienced. Worse than falling out of that tree when he was eight.

He blacked out.

12:10

When he woke up, everything was still. Zak tried to move. His arms seemed OK. His legs, too. No bones broken, as far as he could tell. None of the spikes beneath him had gone through his body. He’d been lucky. Sort of.

‘Can anyone hear me?’ he croaked. ‘I need help!’

The only sound was water lapping at the walls. The container was in the ocean!

Zak heaved himself up off the pile of debris. He had to get out of here, fast. Before the container floated away, or the ship did.

The back of the container was underneath him, so the container doors were several metres above. He carefully climbed up the corrugated wall, which wasn’t quite vertical. When he got to the top, he pressed his palm flat against the one of the doors and pushed upwards.

No good. It was too heavy. If the container had been floating on its side, it would have been easier. Actually, the fact that it hadn’t settled onto its side seemed ominous, though Zak wasn’t sure why.

10:50

Bracing his feet on the wall, he tried pushing with both hands. The door still wouldn’t budge. The latch must be on the outside of the other door. So this door wouldn’t open unless the other one did first.

And the other door would never open again. In the reflected daylight from the window, Zak saw that the crash had mangled the hinges and bent the door out of shape. He was trapped.

Zak fought down the rising panic. He climbed back down the wall and started searching for his radio. It was like sifting through a mountain of rubbish at the tip. Soon he unearthed his torch, the light still beaming cheerily. He held it in his mouth so he could dig through the debris with both hands.

09:05

He was about to give up when something in the pile hissed with static.

‘Zak?’ Wesley’s voice. ‘Are you there?’

Zak scrabbled frantically through the junk, looking for the source of the sound.

‘Zak-Attack? Talk to me, bro!’

Zak kept digging, deeper and deeper. ‘Kee’ ’alking!’ he shouted around the torch in his mouth.

There it was! The radio’s casing was cracked, and the screen backlight was out. Hopefully it could still transmit.

08:30

Zak snatched it up and pushed the button. ‘I hear you, Wes.’

‘Oh, man. I was losing my mind! I thought you might have been, you know, in trouble—’

‘I am in trouble.’ Zak looked around. ‘I’m stuck in a shipping container which has gone overboard.’

‘You’re what?’

Zak realised his feet were wet. He shone the torch down. There was water under the debris. That was why the container wasn’t floating on its side. There was a leak at one end. It was sinking.

‘I need someone to get me out,’ he said. ‘Like, right now.’

‘There’s no-one! It’s total chaos in here! Some kid fell overboard, no-one can contact the captain, the ship is accelerating to try to get to land before we sink—’

‘I’m sinking, Wesley! I need help!’

‘I know, I know! I’ll figure something out, OK? Just, uh, hang on . . .’

08:00

The icy water had covered the debris now, and was rippling around Zak’s ankles. How long would it take to fill the container? How long could he hold his breath?

The light was fading. Zak whirled around. The window was underwater now. He could see the dark, empty ocean through the glass.

No, not empty. There was a shadow in the water. Like a whale, or something even bigger. It was hard to judge the distance.

Thump, thump. Zak looked up. Was someone walking around on top of the container?

‘Hey!’ he yelled. ‘I’m in here! Get me out!’

No response from above.

‘Is someone up there? Help me!’

Nothing, not even footsteps. Maybe the sound hadn’t been a person. Just been more stuff falling out of the cargo hold.

07:15

Zak grabbed the radio again. ‘Wes. Do you know if someone’s looking for me already?’

His radio just hissed.

Fear clutched his heart. ‘Wes? Can you hear me?’

There was only static on the line.

Zak didn’t know much about how radio waves worked. But he knew that his phone usually didn’t work inside a metal box, like a lift. He guessed that a metal box submerged in seawater would muffle the signal even more.

Drip, drip, drip. The doors above his head were leaking, water pouring down the wall. The whole container was underwater now. The amount of air inside was shrinking. The rising tide had reached Zak’s knees.

06:45

He couldn’t wait around to be rescued. He had to get himself out of this.

Zak sloshed through the water towards the window. A school of fish swept past like a tornado outside the glass. He wrapped his sleeve around his fist.

Then he hesitated. There were two bars across the window. He couldn’t fit between them. If he broke the glass, the water would come in even faster, and he’d still be trapped.

Zak gripped the bars and tried to bend them. They were thin, but they were steel, welded to the frame. They wouldn’t budge.

05:30

He looked around for something he could use. He needed bolt cutters, or a hacksaw, or even a crow bar . . .

Something submerged in the debris caught his eye. A gas canister, attached to the barbecue. It was dangerous to transport them that way, but people often did. This gave Zak an idea. Not a good one—in fact, it was likely to get him killed—but a slim hope of survival was better than none. And given the choice, he’d rather burn to death than drown.

04:50

Zak took a deep breath, and ducked under the water. His face stung in the cold. It hurt to open his eyes, and he could hardly see in the dark. So he went by feel, finding the lid of the barbecue and then fumbling his way across to the gas canister. He lifted it off its frame. By the time he traced the hose to the burner and unscrewed it, his lungs felt like they were ready to burst. It was hard to hang onto anything. The container was moving, swept along by the undersea current.

Finally the canister was free. Zak stood up, getting his head above the water, and took a deep breath. The water level inside the container was already at his waist. Soon it would reach the window. If he hadn’t gotten out by then, he would drown.

Zak’s plan was to turn the hose into a cutting torch and use the burning gas to slice through the bars. He didn’t know if the flame would be hot enough to cut steel, but the bars were thin. There was a chance.

04:05

Suddenly he realised he had no way to ignite the gas. He ducked back under the water and found the barbecue again. There was a red button on one side. When Zak unscrewed it, he found a small rectangular object, trailing wires. Designed to create a spark.

03:35

Zak surfaced again, gasping for air. The freezing water was up to his chest now. He was running out of time.

The gas canister seemed to weigh a tonne. It was hard to hold it up as he twisted the valve. Bubbles appeared in the water, and the foul smell of LPG filled the air.

Zak raised the hose above the water, and held up the igniter next to the end.

‘This is so dangerous,’ he muttered.

He clicked the button.

No spark.

He tried again. Nothing. The igniter was wet. He couldn’t create a flame. The water inside the container was neck-deep now. It had almost reached the window. Broken wooden slats floated around his face.

02:30

‘Come on!’ Zak shouted.

He kept clicking the button, but nothing happened. And then it was too late. The water had reached the window. The bars were submerged. There was no way he could cut through them now, at least not with fire. He was doomed.

The stink of LPG was getting overpowering. Zak didn’t want to die breathing poison. He tried to shut off the gas valve, but it wouldn’t tighten. It kept turning and turning.

02:15

Too late, Zak realised that he was twisting it the wrong way.

Boom! The valve exploded off, and the canister shot out of Zak’s grip. He barely let go in time to save his fingers. The canister rocketed through the water, faster and faster, until it slammed into the wall—

And punched straight through. Leaving a hole.

02:10

Zak gasped. A way out, at last! But it was also a way in, for the ocean. A barrage of water blasted through the hole. The last of the air was disappearing. He had to get out, now.

Zak took a deep breath—mostly air, with the sharp tang of LPG—and ducked under the water. He swam towards the hole. He could see the canister dancing around outside, spewing bubbles of gas. The hose had gotten tangled in the sharp spikes around the edge of the hole.

01:55

Zak’s shoulders were just narrow enough to squeeze through the gap. He found himself in the open ocean, looking up at the surface. It was like a rippling curtain, at least twenty metres above. Too far. He’d never make it!

Worse still, the thrashing hose had wrapped itself around his ankle. He was tied to the container, which was sinking faster than ever towards the darkest depths of the sea.

01:35

Still holding his breath, Zak frantically tugged at the hose, trying to free his ankle. The canister whipped around him like a giant swooping bird. Zak couldn’t free himself from the tangled hose. It was dragging him down towards certain death.

Instead, he wrenched other end of the hose off the spikes.

Suddenly the gas canister wasn’t tied to the container anymore. It launched itself sideways, dragging Zak through the ocean by his ankle, leaving behind a jet stream of bubbles. Zak frantically struggled to turn around. His lungs were in agony.

Finally he managed to grab hold of the canister. He hugged it and steered it upwards, so it was shooting towards the surface. The metal vibrated against his cheek, rattling his teeth.

The canister didn’t make it. It sputtered and died, empty. No! Zak was still at least ten metres below the surface.

01:20

The speed had loosened the hose. He kicked it off his ankle so the canister didn’t drag him down. Then he swam upwards, kicking and thrashing towards the light. The air in his lungs expanded until it hurt, but he was afraid to let any of it go. His clothes weighed him down. He kicked off his sneakers and shrugged off his jacket, then kept swimming.

Halfway there. He was getting dizzy. He knew that it was dangerous to swim up too fast, but decompression sickness was better than drowning.

Three or four metres to go. Almost there. His vision was fading. His hands and feet were numb. He was suffocating.

00:25

Splash! His head breached the surface. He took a deep gasp, so deep he nearly threw up. He couldn’t stop coughing for almost a minute. But at last there was sunlight on his face. He had escaped from the container. He hadn’t drowned. He was alive.

Zak wiped the water out of his eyes, and looked around for the ship.

00:00

It was gone.
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20:00

‘If I’d put the container where he told me to, it would have blocked access to the lifeboats,’ Yasmin rehearsed as she trotted up the stairs.

The words were true. But they didn’t sound true, no matter how many times she practised them. She could picture the captain’s face going redder and redder, like he was about to have a heart attack.

I’m sick of your excuses, he would bellow.

This is why they shouldn’t hire teenagers.

You’re confined to quarters.

I’m kicking you out of the junior cadet program.

Yasmin had reached the top of the stairs. She took a deep breath, and rapped on the door marked BRIDGE.

19:20

‘Come,’ Captain Kelly said imperiously, like he was on Star Trek.

The electronic lock disengaged with a beep. A green light flashed next to the handle, and Yasmin twisted it.

The bridge of the Vanguard was a six-sided room with windows on five sides, sloped forwards so the captain could lean over and look down on the deck. A row of control panels and computer screens stood in the centre, lit up like Christmas lights.

19:05

No-one was here except for Captain Kelly, who stood in front of the steering wheel as though posing for a photo. He kept his eyes on the radar screen as Yasmin approached, even though it just showed a line spinning in a circle, scanning hundreds of kilometres of empty ocean.

‘If I’d put the container where Davis told me to, it would have blocked access to the lifeboats,’ Yasmin said.

Captain Kelly glared at her.

‘Sir,’ she added.

‘This ship is not a democracy,’ Kelly said, his voice rough from years of barking orders. ‘I tell the chief officers of the Engineering, Stewards’ and Deck Department what to do. They make sure the crew performs the tasks I set. No-one is exempt from orders, especially not cadets like you.’

18:15

Yasmin knew he hated the junior cadet program. She had overheard him telling someone that the human brain was not fully developed until age fifty, and that anyone under the age of eighteen couldn’t be trusted with anything more important than polishing his boots.

‘Imagine an ant,’ Kelly continued, ‘who decided that instead of bringing back food for the nest, she wanted to become the new queen. How well would that nest function?’

‘What if there had been an emergency?’ Yasmin asked. ‘No-one would have been able to get to the lifeboats.’

‘It’s not your job to worry about that.’

‘It’s illegal to put a container—’

17:00

‘Davis is more qualified to know maritime law than you.’ Kelly shook his head sadly. ‘I blame the schools. Teaching “leadership”. The world already has enough leaders! What we need is people who know how to follow.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ Yasmin said, which was an exaggeration.

‘This is the third time I’ve had to call you up here. First you complained about strange noises in the cargo hold. Then there was the disrespectful behaviour towards Davis. I’m too busy to keep disciplining you.’ Kelly gestured at the radar screen. Still empty. ‘I’m relieving you of your duties.’

Yasmin was aghast. ‘But sir—’

16:00

Suddenly a silent flash lit up the horizon. Like lightning, except there was no thunder, and no clouds in the sky.

‘What was that?’ Yasmin blurted.

‘I’m not . . . ’ Kelly’s cheeks were going grey.

Yasmin glanced at the radar screen. There was a blip on it now. She was sure nothing had been there a minute ago.

‘Captain,’ she said. But then the radar screen went dark. All the control panels around the room flickered and died. The overhead lights fizzled out.

‘There was something on radar, sir,’ Yasmin said.

15:40

The captain wasn’t listening. His left arm was spasming, his hand clutching at his chest.

‘My pacemaker,’ he gasped. ‘It’s . . .’

He mouthed some more words, but didn’t have the breath to say them. He fell to his knees, and then toppled forwards onto his face.

15:35

Yasmin felt her own heart skip a beat. The captain was having a heart attack. For real this time.

Gotta get help, she thought. She ran to the door. But it wouldn’t open. The electronic lock was designed to keep the door locked in the event of a power failure, so pirates couldn’t take over the bridge by stopping the generator. And there was a keypad—Yasmin guessed that even if the power was on, she would need a code to open the door. She was trapped.

She grabbed the radio next to the steering wheel. ‘Mayday, mayday. The captain needs urgent medical attention on the bridge.’

No reply.

She tried again. ‘Mayday! Can anyone hear me?’

Not even the hiss of static. The radio had no power.

15:20

Yasmin hurried back to the captain. No help was coming. She would have to give him CPR herself. Luckily, first aid training had been part of the cadetship.

She touched his wrist. No pulse. His neck. Nothing. She put her palms on the centre of his chest, one on top of the other, fingers interlaced. She pushed down as hard as she could, using all her weight and trying to keep her elbows straight.

14:05

She pushed over and over, aiming for about two compressions per second. No colour returned to the captain’s face. Yasmin worried that maybe she wasn’t heavy enough, or strong enough, for her compressions to be effective.

Suddenly the lights came back on.

13:30

Yasmin raced back over to the control panel and grabbed the radio. ‘Mayday, mayday! The captain is having a heart attack on the bridge! Please help!’

Static hissed on the channel.

‘Mayday,’ Yasmin repeated. ‘The captain is—’

Then the radar screen caught her eye.

The blip on the screen had moved much closer to the middle. Something was in the water with them, and it was getting closer.

13:10

No time to wait for help. Yasmin spun the steering wheel as far as it would go. She heard a deep rumbling sound from somewhere in the lower decks. But looking out the windows, she couldn’t see any sign that the Vanguard had changed direction.

The blip on the radar was approaching the centre. Yasmin could see something in the ocean up ahead—a giant grey shadow under the water. Like a whale, but much bigger. Big enough to tear a hole in the hull.

If she couldn’t turn, she would have to stop the ship all together. She scanned the row of controls in front of her. Clutch, depth finder, GPS, anchor . . . and throttle. She grabbed the throttle lever and hauled it all the way back.

More noises from below. A whine she’d hardly noticed before was getting lower in pitch.

12:15

The ship didn’t seem to slow down, but at least it was turning now—a gradual rotation of the horizon.

Too gradual. The Vanguard was still on a collision course with the mysterious object.

Yasmin tried to make a sharper turn, but the wheel locked up. It was at maximum tilt.

11:50

Finally the ship started to slow down, giving it more time to turn. Yasmin had done everything she could. She braced herself for impact.

Screech! The vibration came up through the floor, turning her legs to jelly. Whatever they had hit, it had ripped open the side of the ship.

Not a whale, Yasmin thought.

11:20

Alarms blared from all the control panels, angry red lights flashing everywhere. Yasmin could feel the ship starting to tilt. They were taking on water.

She grabbed the radio again. ‘Hello? Engineering, can you hear me?’

A pause. And then: ‘Who is this? What’s going on?’

‘My name is Yasmin Bell. I’m on the bridge. The ship has crashed into—’

‘Where’s the captain?’ the voice demanded. He sounded panicked.

‘The captain’s having a heart attack,’ Yasmin said. ‘He needs urgent medical attention. But first we have to stop this ship from sinking.’

‘Sinking?!’

‘There’s a hole in the starboard side. We’re taking on water. You have to make sure there’s no-one in the cargo hold, and then seal it.’

‘I need the captain to confirm that order.’

10:40

Yasmin wanted to scream. ‘Didn’t you hear me? The captain is having a heart attack! If you don’t seal the cargo hold, we’re all going to drown.’

‘If the captain is indisposed, I need to hear from the first officer.’

‘Listen to me—’

Another voice interrupted. A stern older woman. ‘This is First Officer Simms. We’ll get it sealed, Miss Bell. You look after the captain.’

‘I only have basic first-aid training,’ Yasmin said. ‘Can you send the ship’s medic up here? They might need to break down the door—I don’t know the code to open it.’

10:10

‘Most of the crew is trapped in the mess hall, but I’ll find someone as fast as I can,’ Simms promised. ‘Keep doing CPR until they arrive.’

Yasmin looked at the captain’s slumped body. For all she knew, he was dead already. ‘Yes ma’am,’ she said. ‘One more thing—I think the thing we hit was a submarine.’

‘What?’ The man was back. ‘That makes no sense.’

He’s wrong, Yasmin thought. It’s the only thing that makes sense. A whale wouldn’t have damaged the ship, and a rock wouldn’t be floating near the surface.

09:25

‘I’m worried they might be taking on water too,’ she said. ‘Could a dive team go down there and see what’s going on?’

‘We can’t spare anybody,’ the man said. ‘We need all the help we can get right now.’

Someone else came on the channel. ‘This is Dive Chief Dominic Leppo. I agree, Miss Bell. I’ll assemble my team and get them in the water ASAP. Have you hailed the sub?’

‘I don’t know how to use the long-range radios,’ Yasmin said. ‘I need a radio technician.’

‘I’ll send someone up,’ Simms promised. ‘You look after my captain.’

‘Got it.’ Yasmin dropped the radio and ran back over to the captain. His skin was completely grey now. She put her hands back on his chest and started pumping.

08:40

How long could a person survive with no heartbeat? she wondered. Maybe, by pausing the compressions so she could use the radio, she had killed him.

‘Don’t you dare die,’ she whispered. ‘Come on, you old coot.’

05:35

She pounded his chest harder and harder. Sweat poured down her face, dripping onto Kelly’s shirt. Every second made it less likely that he would survive.

‘Wake up!’ she snapped. ‘Your crew needs you!’

Kelly’s face was slack, and his eyes had rolled back into his skull. He looked very, very dead.

Yasmin’s eyes filled with tears. She couldn’t look at him anymore. She kept pumping his chest, but turned her face away—

04:50

And found herself looking at something she should have noticed much earlier. A red box mounted on the wall, labelled HEARTSTART DEFIBRILLATOR.

Yasmin raced over and wrenched the box off the wall. She carried it back to the captain and unzipped it. Inside there were scissors, a cloth, a razor, and a strange blue object Yasmin had no idea how to use.

She looked for an instruction manual, forcing herself to focus. Trying not the think about the captain, dead or dying, beside her.

There were no instructions. But there was a power button. She pushed it, and it lit up.

04:05

Unexpectedly, the defibrillator started talking. ‘CHECK FOR A PULSE ON THE PATIENT’S WRIST AND THROAT,’ it said, in a calm but assertive voice. ‘IF THERE IS A PULSE, DO NOT USE PULSESTART 120X.’

Yasmin already knew there was no pulse. She looked for a way to skip ahead, but couldn’t see one.

‘TRY TO WAKE THE PATIENT,’ the defibrillator continued. ‘CALL OUT THE PATIENT’S NAME AND, IF THE PATIENT IS NOT A CHILD, SHAKE THEM.’

Yasmin waited anxiously for the next instruction.

03:35

‘MAKE SURE YOU OR SOMEONE ELSE HAS CALLED EMERGENCY SERVICES,’ the defibrillator droned.

‘I’ve done all that!’ Yasmin snapped. ‘How do I zap him?’

‘CHECK THAT THE CHEST AREA ISN’T WET.’

Yasmin gripped the captain’s shirt and ripped it open. Buttons went flying across the bridge. Kelly’s skin was a bit sweaty, so Yasmin dabbed it with the cloth. That would have to do.

03:00

‘REMOVE ANY JEWELLERY FROM THE PATIENT.’

Yasmin quickly loosened the captain’s watch and pulled it off his wrist. She had the absurd thought that if someone walked onto the bridge right now, it would look like she was robbing him.

02:40

‘CHECK THAT THE PATIENT DOES NOT HAVE A PACEMAKER.’

Yasmin looked at the scar on Kelly’s chest, just below his collarbone. The captain did have a pacemaker, and it had failed. That was the whole point.

‘REMOVE THE PLASTIC FROM THE ADHESIVE PADS AND PLACE THEM ON THE PATIENT’S CHEST, IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE DIAGRAMS ON THE PADS.’

But what about the pacemaker? Yasmin thought.

The defibrillator kept talking. ‘IT DOES NOT MATTER WHICH PAD IS PLACED FIRST. WHEN THE PADS ARE IN POSITION, STEP AWAY FROM THE PATIENT.’

Yasmin clenched her teeth. The warning about pacemakers had come right after the part about jewellery. Maybe pacemakers were made out of metal. Maybe it would burn the inside of his chest.

02:10

‘WHEN THE PADS ARE IN POSITION, STEP AWAY FROM THE PATIENT,’ the defibrillator repeated.

Yasmin didn’t know for sure what would happen if she used the defibrillator. But she knew what would happen if she didn’t. Dead captain.

Desperately hoping this was the right decision, she peeled the protective plastic off the white pads. According to the diagrams, she should stick one of the pads below his ribs. The other one was supposed to go right on top of the pacemaker scar.

01:25

She hesitated. What if there was a way to send the electricity through the captain’s heart, without it going through his pacemaker?

Ignoring the diagrams, she stuck one pad about ten centimetres below the scar, right on top of where she thought Kelly’s heart was. Then she rolled him over and stuck the other one on his back. Now his heart was sandwiched between the two pads. The electricity would flow through it, instead of through the pacemaker. Maybe. Hopefully.

01:00

‘WHEN THE PADS ARE IN POSITION, STEP—’ the debfibrillator paused. ‘ANALYSING RHYTHM.’

Yasmin waited, her mouth dry.

‘SHOCK ADVISED. STAND CLEAR OF PATIENT,’ the defibrillator said.

A button Yasmin hadn’t noticed before flashed orange. She pushed it.

There was no sound other than a faint whine, but the captain’s body twitched like he had been kicked in the stomach. Yasmin cringed. It felt like she was hurting him rather than saving him.

00:35

‘ANALYSING RHYTHM,’ the defibrillator said. ‘SHOCK ADVISED. STAND CLEAR OF PATIENT.’

The orange button flashed again. Yasmin stabbed it with her thumb.

Whine. Twitch.

The captain gasped.

Yasmin crouched down next to him. ‘Captain!’

Kelly’s eyes bulged. He was panting and damp, like he’d just been dragged out of the ocean.

‘NORMAL RHYTHM,’ the defibrillator declared.

00:10

Yasmin could hardly contain her relief. She grabbed Kelly’s shoulder. ‘Captain. Can you hear me?’

Kelly looked at the white pad stuck to his bare chest, and the machine on the floor next to him, perplexed. ‘Miss Bell,’ he wheezed. ‘What on earth is going on here?’

00:00

‘Leadership,’ Yasmin said.
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20:00

At last, Lara could see it. The submarine.

She held her breath so the bubbles from the regulator wouldn’t block her view. The submarine was huge—at least a hundred and fifty metres long from nose to propellers. She only had twenty minutes of air in her tank. Not much time to get in, search the sub and get back to the ship. Hopefully there would still be air inside.

Maybe not, though. The nose of the vessel was crumpled like the bonnet of a car. And it looked like the sub was sinking, slowly. The impact with the cargo ship had caused some serious damage. Why hadn’t the sub moved out of the way? Why weren’t they responding to hails?

19:25

Dominic swam into view and gave Lara the OK? signal—his thumb meeting his forefinger, his other fingers up.

Lara stopped herself from giving Dominic a thumbs up. That sign meant, I need to go to the surface.

Instead, she touched her thumb to her forefinger. I’m OK.

Dominic looked annoyed. He didn’t want her here. Lara was just a rich kid from Verde—her parents owned the shipping company. She and her mami had been headed for a scuba holiday on the Great Barrier Reef. She wasn’t trained for a rescue mission. But Lara wanted to help, and the first officer had been clear: anyone who knew how to dive was needed for the search. No matter how young. Mami would be down here too, except she had to look after Christo.

18:40

Lara and six other divers followed Dominic down towards the submarine, their breaths hissing, their flippers swaying like tail fins. The pressure of the water above squeezed her chest, gently at first, but with more and more force as they descended.

The ocean got darker and darker.

As they drew closer to the submarine, its sheer size started to give Lara vertigo. A creeping sense of dread came over her. She had a feeling she couldn’t explain—the sense that no-one on that sub was alive.

But she refused to back out because of a feeling. She kept swimming.

17:50

When the light of Dominic’s torch reached the hull of the sub, she read the name painted on the side:

SSN-837 TORONTO. SCIENCE VESSEL.

Lara frowned. Her parents’ company didn’t own submarines, but did transport parts of them. Lara was pretty sure only US subs used SSN names. Why would a US sub be named after a Canadian city?

Underneath the name was an entry hatch . . . and a radiation symbol.

All the divers looked at each other. No-one seemed to want to go in, but no-one wanted to be the first to back out.

17:20

Cowards, Lara thought, and started twisting the valve on the hatch.

The valve clanked. A storm of bubbles blasted out. Dominic pushed past Lara and swam up into the submarine. The current dragged Lara up after him, and then all the others. Hannah, the last diver, closed the hatch behind them.

16:40

The lights were working, which Lara hadn’t expected. She found herself in a spherical chamber, gas canisters lining the walls. There was a roaring sound as all the water was flushed out of the chamber.

A laser pointer on a swivelling stand switched itself on. Twitching and jerking, it burned a message into the dripping wall, filling the air with steam. The message glowed there for several seconds before it faded away: PRESSURISATION COMPLETE.

Dominic spat out his regulator, and said, ‘Well, that’s new.’ The helium-oxygen mix from his tank made his voice squeaky, like a cartoon character.

‘The laser must activate UV-sensitive paint on the wall,’ said Hannah, whose voice was already returning to normal. ‘I guess they use that in place of a screen. The water pressure would crack a normal screen when this chamber is full.’

15:15

Lara took the regulator out of her mouth and took a breath of the sour, salty air. ‘Do submarines normally have that kind of technology?’

‘Never seen anything like it,’ Dixon said.

‘Me neither,’ Chess said.

Ames, Manur and Hass all shook their heads.

The hatch in the ceiling hissed. The laser pointer was scribbling again. INNER DOOR UNLOCKED.

‘Let’s search this boat,’ Dominic said.

He climbed up the ladder and opened the inner door. Alarm sounds filled the chamber. They had probably been going since the crash.

14:50

Lara was last up the ladder. By the time she reached the top, Dominic was already giving orders to his team.

‘Dixon, Chess, you check the engine room is sealed.’ He pointed up a dark, narrow corridor. ‘Make sure we’re not getting blasted with gamma rays right now. Ames, Hass, Manur, you go up the forward end, check the status of the bridge. Hannah and . . . uh . . .’

‘Lara,’ Lara said.

‘Lara. You both come with me. We need to see if any escape pods have been launched.’

Lara looked around. It was like the inside of a spaceship—metal grates covering the low ceiling and the floor, colour-coded pipes everywhere.

‘Hello?’ she called out.

There was no reply. Maybe she couldn’t be heard over the alarms.

‘We don’t know what happened here,’ Dominic said. ‘Be careful, and stay in radio contact. Understood?’

Nodding all round.

‘Great. Go.’

14:00

Two divers ran one way, three the other. Lara followed Dominic and Hannah up a ladder to the top deck of the sub.

The walls were covered with controls and equipment Lara couldn’t identify. The signs were in English, but that didn’t mean she could understand them. TRANSLATIONAL ACOUSTIC ARRAY. ENTANGLEMENT STABILISER. MICROSPINE SEALANT RELEASE. This was a science vessel, and the science was way beyond her.

12:35

Soon they reached a row of wall hatches. There were three lights above each one—green, yellow and red. They were marked: AVAILABLE—OCCUPIED—DISPATCHED.

All the green lights were on.

‘Does that mean all the escape pods are still here?’ Lara asked.

Dominic nodded.

Hannah spoke up. ‘So where is everybody?’

They all stared uneasily into the shadows for a second.

‘The sub is sinking,’ Dominic said. ‘Hurry up, or we won’t have enough air to get back to the surface.’

He led them up another corridor. They passed some screens with messages glowing on them: CAUTION, EXPERIMENT IN PROGRESS. Lara thought about the radiation symbol painted on the hull. Her lingering sense of dread grew and grew.

11:10

They passed another screen. CHRONOLOGICAL MISALIGNMENT.

Another: RECALIBRATING . . .

And another: FATAL ERROR.

Finally they reached a larger room where a wide screen showed a map of the submarine. A wall-mounted fire extinguisher was surrounded by hundreds of power cables that ran along the floor towards a glass podium in the centre of the room. On the podium was a boomerang-shaped device made of copper, the two ends plugged into wet-looking sockets.

‘I’ll try to work out where the survivors might be.’ Hannah went over to the screen. Lara and Dominic approached the boomerang.

‘What do you think that is?’ Lara asked.

‘No idea.’

‘Uh, guys?’ Hannah was pointing at the screen. ‘Check out this date.’

Lara’s eyes widened. LAST SYSTEM UPDATE: 2062-04-04.

10:40

Dominic squinted at the numbers. ‘That’s not a date. Must be some kind of code.’

Hannah nodded uncertainly. ‘Must be.’

But Lara didn’t think so. She looked around at the UV screens, the glass podium, the copper boomerang. This equipment wasn’t just advanced. It was futuristic.

‘It is a date,’ Lara said. ‘Look at all this tech. Think about the way the sub just appeared out of nowhere. I think it might be from . . . the future.’ The idea would have seemed ridiculous on the surface. But down here, it made a scary kind of sense.

‘Impossible.’ Dominic picked up the boomerang and examined it. ‘Just because we don’t recognise this stuff, that doesn’t—’

A recorded voice echoed through the sub. ‘BREACH IN TEST UNIT. SECURITY ACTIVATED.’

09:25

Lara backed away from the podium. ‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I shouldn’t have touched anything,’ Dominic said grimly.

Lara heard the clank of footsteps in the corridor outside. Getting closer.

‘Dixon?’ Dominic shouted. ‘Ames? Is that you?’

No-one replied. The footsteps kept coming closer.

‘We should get out of here,’ Hannah whispered.

‘Agreed.’ Dominic put the boomerang back on the podium. The wet sockets reattached themselves like leeches. But when everyone turned to leave, something appeared in the doorway.

The thing looked human, sort of. It had two arms, two legs and a head. But it was three-quarter sized—maybe 120 centimetres tall—and it had no face. Just a blank plastic mask with two holes for eyes. Instead of clothes, it wore a hard shell of armour. One of its hands had five fingers, but the other was just a hollow tube.

08:05

As Lara opened her mouth to scream, the robot raised the tube, and shot Dominic.

There was a bright flash and a sharp zap sound, as though the air in the room had been ripped in half. The blast hit Dominic like a bolt of lightning, sending him hurtling across the room.

‘What is that thing?’ Hannah shrieked.

The robot was already turning, lining up a shot. Zap! Another flash, and Hannah hit the wall alongside Dominic.

07:20

The robot swivelled to face Lara. The empty eyeholes focused on her. She backed away, terrified, until she bumped into the wall. A laser target quivered on her chest, right over her heart.

But the robot didn’t fire. It scuttled to the left. Lara instinctively sidestepped the other way, keeping the podium between her and it. It was like the robot wanted to zap her, but wouldn’t risk damaging the boomerang.

‘You came to protect that thing, right?’ Lara pointed at the boomerang.

The robot didn’t seem to hear her. It kept square-dancing around, trying to line up a shot. Its clawed feet made clacking noises on the steel floor.

‘I don’t want it,’ Lara said. ‘I don’t even know what it is. So just let us go, OK?’

06:55

The robot kept swivelling and side-stepping, angling the muzzle of its weapon back and forth.

Dominic groaned on the floor. Hannah’s eyelids fluttered. If the robot realised they were awake, it might zap them again, this time with more power.

‘Guys,’ Lara said. ‘Don’t move.’

The robot stopped dancing around, like it was thinking.

‘Dominic. Hannah,’ Lara whispered. ‘We’re in trouble. We need to figure out how to shut this thing down.’

06:10

‘What happened?’ Dominic moaned. ‘I blacked out for a minute. There was—what on Earth is that?!’

The robot swivelled around to face him. Raised its weapon.

‘No!’ Lara screamed. Desperate to distract the robot, she snatched the boomerang off the podium. It was ice cold against her palm.

The robot immediately turned to face her again. But it wasn’t willing to shoot. Not while she held the boomerang.

She imagined her escape route—out the door, through the corridor, down the ladder, through another corridor, and then down another ladder to the exit. Could Hannah and Dominic hide behind her the whole way? No. The robot would zap them.

So she would have to lead it away from them.

05:45

‘Get ready to run.’ Lara reached backwards with one hand, feeling her way across the wall behind her.

Hannah was awake now. ‘What’s going on?’

The robot edged closer to Lara, like a seagull approaching an unguarded bag of chips. Clack, clack, clack. Maybe if it got close enough, it could blast her legs out from under her without hitting the boomerang. Or aim high and zap her in the face. Fry her brain.

‘What are you going to do?’ Dominic demanded.

Lara didn’t tell him. For all she knew, the robot understood every word they were saying.

‘Just wait thirty seconds and then head for the exit chamber,’ she said. ‘Don’t wait for me.’

Still fumbling behind her back, finally she found what she was looking for. The fire extinguisher.

05:10

She wrenched it off the wall and pulled out the safety pin. ‘Run!’ she yelled, and then she squeezed the trigger.

Apparently extinguishers from the future worked the same way as present-day ones. The extinguisher kicked in her hands and a cloud of mist squirted out, swallowing the robot. Lara threw the extinguisher at it, and heard a satisfying thunk. She didn’t wait around to find out how much damage she’d done. She just sprinted through the fog into the corridor.

She emerged from the cloud of mist into the corridor and kept running. Lara could hear hissing and whirring from somewhere behind them. Clack, clack, clack. The robot was following.

Dixon’s voice came on the radio as she turned a corner. ‘Nobody on board. But we found some seriously weird stuff in the control room. It’s like—’

‘Head to the exit chamber,’ Lara puffed. ‘Quick!’

04:30

Dixon sounded uneasy about taking orders from someone who wasn’t his boss. ‘What? Where’s Dominic?’

‘He and Hannah will be right behind you! Don’t wait for me—I’m being chased by some kind of security robot.’

‘Say again?!’

‘Just get to the exit chamber!’ Lara snapped. She turned off the radio in case the robot could hear it.

Hiss, clank. It was right behind her. Lara held the boomerang behind her back like a shield, hoping the robot wouldn’t shoot.

The ladder to the exit chamber was just ahead. Lara couldn’t use it—if the robot didn’t follow her down, Hannah and Dominic would be stuck up here. And if it did follow, it could trap all the other divers on their way to the exit. Instead, Lara ran straight past the ladder, towards the escape pods.

The clanking footsteps accelerated, as though the robot could tell she was getting away.

03:20

Lara turned another corner. The row of pods was right there. She grabbed the valve on the closest hatch. Twisted it. The orange LED lit up. OCCUPIED.

The hatch swung open. Lara was about to climb into the escape pod when the robot zapped her.

02:50

A blast of electrified air hit Lara. It was like getting punched in the back. She tumbled forwards into the claustrophobic escape pod, her head colliding with the cushioned seat. The boomerang clattered to the floor. A tingling numbness spread across her spine.

The robot was sprinting towards the pod, empty eyeholes staring. Above Lara was a red button marked LAUNCH. She slapped her hand over it, and the hatch started to move.

Clicking like a giant insect, the robot leapt into the pod—but the hatch slammed closed, crushing its metal legs. The top half of it thrashed around, trying to get free. Lara twisted her face away as its hand whipped through the air, clenching and unclenching.

02:00

‘FASTEN SEATBELT,’ a recorded voice said. ‘FASTEN SEATBELT. FASTEN—’

Lara quickly found the straps and the buckle. As soon as she was belted in, there was a deafening whoosh sound. Lara found herself pressed into her seat as the rocket boosters ignited under the pod, pushing it away from the submarine.

‘POD DETACHED,’ the voice said.

01:45

The robot squirmed, its legs trapped in the door. Lara’s ears popped as the pod hurtled upwards through the ocean. She reached down, trying to grab the fallen boomerang. She didn’t want the robot to zap her again. But when she got a grip on it, she accidentally touched a button. There was a ZZROP sound, and suddenly the boomerang wasn’t there anymore. Had it slipped out of her hand?

The pod felt like it was shaking itself to pieces. Suddenly it burst out of the ocean . . .

And kept shooting upwards into the sky.

It was like a rollercoaster. Lara could barely move. Her brain was vibrating like jelly in her skull. She thought she might be sick.

Rip! The robot tore itself in half at the waist, leaving what remained of its legs jammed in the hatch. Its torso scrambled towards Lara. She screamed—

Then the pod disintegrated. The walls exploded outwards and the floor disappeared beneath her feet. Suddenly Lara’s seat was hanging in the sky a hundred metres above the ocean. She could see the Vanguard floating below. She could even see land on the distant horizon. The wind blasted Lara’s face.

00:05

The seat began to fall. So did the robot, twisting wildly in the air. Then there was a tremendous thump, and a parachute snapped into shape above her. The seat suddenly stopped falling.

00:00

The robot didn’t. It plummeted into the void, arms churning in the air. Lara watched it get smaller and smaller until it hit the ocean far below, and sank.
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20:00

Screech! The car boot shook, waking Oscar up. He banged his forehead on the inside of the lid and collapsed back into the darkness, rubbing his face. What was that?

He stayed still and held his breath. Long enough to get dizzy in the suffocating darkness. At first he could only hear the faint roar of the ocean and the rumbling of the turbines. Then somebody screamed. Someone else joined them. Soon there was a chorus of panicked shouts.

Oscar hid his abuela’s journal under the pile of blankets and pulled the emergency release hatch. The boot creaked open. He recoiled—he hadn’t seen sunshine in eight days. Even through the canvas canopy which protected the cars from hail, the sun was blinding.

19:30

Blinking and squinting, he clambered out of the boot and looked around. Just rows and rows of empty cars. A big ute had slid sideways somehow and crashed into the little two-door sedan Oscar had been hiding in. No-one was up here. The yelling must be coming from below decks, or up the other end of the ship.

Oscar knew his way around. He had snuck out every night to unfold his legs and go to the bathroom. From here he could see the lift to the cargo hold and the fence which separated the car-transport section from the observation deck.

Oscar found himself leaning against the car. The deck was tilting. That was why the other ute had come loose from its moorings.

He walked down the slope to the safety railing, peered over the edge, and gasped. The side of the ship had been ripped open somehow. Water was flowing in.

18:45

Oscar’s eyes grew wider and wider. This was bad. He couldn’t keep hiding in the boot of a car if the ship was sinking. But nor could he get on a lifeboat. His face was on wanted posters all over Verde. Someone would recognise him.

18:35

On the other side of the fence, two men were peering over the safety rail, gawking at the damage. They looked like twins in their matching Hawaiian shirts, khaki pants and sunglasses. Binoculars dangled around their necks. They looked like tourists, which was weird. There were some passengers on this cargo ship, but none of them were on holiday—they just needed a cheap way to cross the Pacific.

So these men probably weren’t really tourists. Oscar’s skin crawled. Cops. He turned away and started walking back towards the cars, as casually as possible.

Too late.

18:00

‘Is that him?’ a voice said urgently.

‘Hey! Chico!’ another voice shouted.

Oscar kept walking as though he hadn’t heard. His heartbeat was getting louder.

‘Get that gate open,’ one of the men said. ‘Quick!’

Oscar snatched a glance back. The two men were running along the fence towards the gate. One of them had a ring of keys in his hand.

17:40

With growing panic, Oscar scanned his surroundings for somewhere to hide. The bathroom was too obvious. They were sure to check. The stairwell down to the cargo bay was too close to the gate. They’d grab him before he reached it.

He couldn’t go back to the sedan. If they saw him climb into the boot, they would get him and the journal. Oscar couldn’t let that happen. Not when he was so close to home.

The only other option was the lift down to the cargo bay. It was far enough away from the gate that they might not see him go in. Oscar started running.

‘Kid!’ one of the cops called. ‘We just want to talk to you.’

More cars had come loose from their moorings. They slid across the tilted deck, crashing into other vehicles and sending them spinning free. Oscar dashed through the shifting maze, darting between moving vehicles and leaping over bonnets. A hatchback screeched towards a sports car, nearly pinning Oscar’s leg, but he slipped out of the way just in time.

17:05

He reached the lift and stabbed the button. A creaking, groaning sound came from behind the lift doors. It sounded like the lift was stuck, maybe because the ship was at an angle.

He pushed the button over and over, frantic. The grinding continued behind the doors.

The gate clattered. Oscar turned and saw the two men sprinting towards him. All the cars were clustered at the lower side of the deck now, leaving a clear path. The men would be on him in seconds.

He pushed his fingertips into the gap between the lift doors and pulled. It took all his strength, but he managed to widen the gap enough to get his whole hand in. The doors gave up and slid all the way open, revealing the blackness of the lift shaft.

16:55

Oscar leaned forwards, peering down into the gloom. He could see the roof of the lift, stuck two floors below.

One of the men had nearly reached him. ‘Grab him, grab him!’ the other one yelled.

Oscar swallowed. Then he jumped through the opening.

The lift doors closed behind him as he fell, plunging the shaft into darkness. Oscar tried to grab the cables, but the friction burned his palms. Because of the ship’s tilt, he hit the wall halfway down, and slid the rest of the way.

16:45

Finally he crash-landed on the roof of the lift. The impact bruised his feet, knees and hands. But he didn’t think anything was broken.

No time to waste. He could hear the two men fighting with the door above, trying to get it open again. Oscar felt around the greasy steel beneath his feet, trying to find a way into the lift.

16:00

Soon he discovered a trapdoor. He slid the bolt aside, lifted the lid and dropped into the lift with a dull thunk. It was a dirty industrial box, nothing like the carpeted and gold-trimmed lifts of the Verdan hotel he’d stayed in. His parents had spared no expense on his research trip. They had been thrilled that he was taking an interest in his family history. They would have been less thrilled if they’d known he was planning to steal a book from the vice-president’s personal library.

There were two sets of doors this time. Oscar couldn’t get them open with his hands. He wrenched a fire axe off the wall, wedged the blade between the doors and twisted them apart.

15:05

Finally he was out. He left the axe in the lift and let the doors close behind him as he walked into the darkness of the cargo hold.

There was enough reflected daylight to see hundreds of shipping containers, stacked all the way to the girder-lined ceiling. Too many for the bad guys to search. If one was unlocked, he could hide in it until they went away.

14:30

Oscar rounded a corner and stopped dead when he saw the gash in the side of the ship. The ocean was lapping at the floor of the cargo hold. One container had already fallen into the water, and others looked ready to follow. Oscar shivered as he imagined being trapped inside a sinking container. He would have to find one which was as far away from the hole as possible, and hope the whole ship didn’t go down while he was inside.

He moved between the stacks, passing abandoned forklifts and pallet-loaders. All the containers he’d seen so far were padlocked shut.

13:25

In the darkest corner, he saw something unusual. One of the biggest shipping containers lay on its side. The roof had been torn open. But the container was nowhere near the hole in the hull, so Oscar couldn’t work out what had caused the damage.

He walked closer. It looked like the damaged container had been used to transport pet food—thousands of dog biscuits had spilled out onto the floor of the cargo bay. The smell was overpowering. Through the shredded roof, Oscar could also see giant plastic water bottles, and what looked like a broken sun lamp.

The strangest part was, it looked like the shipping container had been ripped apart from the inside.

12:50

No time to think about what that might mean. Oscar heard a stairwell door burst open somewhere in the cargo bay.

A voice echoed: ‘Find him!’

‘You go that way, I’ll go this way,’ the other voice replied.

Heart pounding, Oscar crept through the maze of containers as quietly as he could. He heard occasional scuffles from the agents’ shoes on the metal floor, but the acoustics of the cargo hold made it impossible to tell where the sound was coming from.

11:55

He couldn’t see any open containers. New plan—he would sneak across the cargo hold to the stairwell, get to the upper decks, and take his chances with the lifeboats. But the two agents had split up, so it would be twice as hard to get through the maze of containers without bumping into one of them.

‘Funny,’ one of them whispered, from somewhere to Oscar’s left. ‘Been hearing strange noises from down here all week. But now that we’re actually listening, it’s dead quiet—’

11:20

‘Will you shut up?’ the other guy said.

Oscar rummaged through his pockets and found a muesli bar. It wasn’t much of a distraction. It would have to do.

He leaned around a corner, checking that the coast was clear. Then he tossed the muesli bar as far as he could.

11:00

It skittered across the floor, making a sound not unlike scuffling footsteps.

‘You hear that?’ one voice asked.

‘Over there,’ the other replied.

Oscar waited for their footsteps to fade, then he crept past the huge stacks of containers like a mouse sneaking past a row of tombstones. He was in the darkest area of the cargo hold, a long way from the rip in the hull.

10:30

When he turned another corner, he saw a crack of light—the stairwell door! He was almost there.

As silently as a ghost, he stepped out of the shadows.

A hand grabbed his collar.

08:25

‘Got you!’ a voice snarled.

Oscar tried to slip out of the man’s grip, but it was too tight.

‘See?’ the other agent said. ‘I told you it was a trick. Search him.’

The first man, who had a moustache and scarred hands, hauled Oscar away from the stairwell, back into the gloom. He pinned Oscar to the wall and patted him down.

‘It’s not here,’ he said.

The other agent, who hadn’t taken off his sunglasses, despite the darkness, pointed a menacing finger at Oscar. ‘Where is it?’ he demanded.

‘Where’s what?’ Oscar said. ‘You’ve got the wrong kid.’

‘Nice try,’ Sunglasses said. ‘Tell us where the book is, and maybe we let you go.’

‘Or don’t tell us,’ Moustache added. ‘And we’ll knock you out and throw you into the ocean. Then we find the book anyway.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Oscar protested, because he couldn’t think of anything else.

07:35

‘Be smart, kid,’ Sunglasses said. ‘You can cut a deal. Give it to us, and maybe we never saw you. The vice-president won’t care, so long as he gets his book back.’

This made Oscar too angry to keep pretending. His abuela had survived years in those detention camps, documenting every horror in her journal. It wasn’t enough for the vice-president to pretend the camps had never existed—he had to claim her journal belonged to him too.

07:10

‘It’s not his book,’ Oscar snapped.

‘Ah, some honesty at last,’ Moustache said. A crowbar was leaning against one of the containers. He let go of Oscar and picked up the crowbar. He took a practice swing. ‘Last chance.’

‘You know you’re working for the bad guy, right?’ Oscar said. ‘The journal proves it.’

‘Oh, really?’ Moustache grinned. ‘Show us.’

Oscar bit his lip, but said nothing more.

‘OK. Sounds like someone wants to go for a swim,’ Sunglasses said.

Moustache lifted the crowbar—

06:30

And then a huge, hairy hand shot out of the darkness.

Moustache didn’t even have time to scream. The hand wrapped around his chest and yanked him back into the shadows. The crowbar clattered against the floor.

Oscar stared at the empty space where Moustache had been a second before. He thought about the giant container, torn open from inside. The strange noises down here.

I’ve gone crazy, he thought. That can’t have been real.

The colour had drained from Sunglasses’ face. ‘What the—’

A mighty roar drowned out the rest of his sentence. Whatever was down here, it was mad.

Oscar could see movement in the gloom. A dark silhouette—like a gorilla, but impossibly huge. A giant . . . and it was coming closer.

06:10

Oscar’s paralysis broke, and he dashed towards the stairwell door, running faster than he would have thought possible before now. Another huge hand landed where he had been standing, shaking the floor beneath him. Sunglasses was sprinting alongside him, gibbering with terror.

Oscar hit the stairwell door and shoved it open with a screech. He reached the first flight of stairs and kept running. Sunglasses was right behind him—

But not for long.

There was a scream of horror from behind Oscar. He turned in time to see the giant’s hairy hand reach through the stairwell door and grab Sunglasses.

‘No!’ Sunglasses screamed, and then he was gone.

03:00

Oscar ran up every flight of stairs and out onto the top deck. It was bedlam up there. People were wandering around looking confused, babbling on phones. Crew radios chattered. Land was on the horizon, and people were staring hopefully at it. No-one noticed the fugitive in their midst.

In a way, Oscar wasn’t a fugitive anymore. The two agents from Verde were gone. They wouldn’t bother him again. Land was in sight. He was free.

00:15

Just the same, he didn’t stop running until he had reached the car. He popped open the boot, grabbed the journal and kneeled on the deck, hugging it his chest.

00:00

‘I survived, abuela,’ he whispered. ‘Just like you.’
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20:00

‘OK, the sub is in position,’ Ashling said. ‘Everyone at their stations. Transmission in three minutes.’

Storti cleared his throat. ‘I said you could be part of my expedition, Miss Hartigan. I didn’t say you could give the orders.’

Ashling bowed. ‘Of course. Be my guest.’

‘You’re my guest,’ Storti snapped.

‘Figure of speech.’

Storti turned to the room full of technicians. ‘OK people, look sharp. Transmission is in less than three minutes. I want everyone at their stations.’

19:40

Everyone was already at their stations, having obeyed Ashling’s instruction. She smiled and turned back to the test chamber.

She had fought hard to be on this expedition. Her long-suffering parents had said it was too dangerous. It hadn’t helped when President Ocasio-Cortez called it ‘the most daring experiment since the first manned spaceflight almost a hundred years ago’. They were on a submarine just in case they caused a nuclear explosion, which would be devastating on land.

But it was Ashling who had gotten the chronometer working, when all the adult physicists had failed. She had a right to be here. Before her, the chronometer was just a mysterious artefact of unknown origin.

The clock on the wall counted down.

Storti cleared his throat. ‘How does this thing work, exactly?’

Ashling was surprised. ‘You’re the chief science officer. You don’t know?’

‘My specialty is chemistry, not physics,’ Storti said defensively. ‘I streamed the information pack to my implant, but couldn’t quite . . .’ He trailed off.

‘Understand,’ Ashling said helpfully.

He glared at her.

‘Well,’ she began, ‘it all started with my discovery that heat and time were actually the same substance, at least at a quantum level. After I developed a proof—’

She could already tell from the look on Storti’s face that he wasn’t going to get it. Not in the next ninety seconds.

18:55

‘Never mind. I’ll explain after it works,’ she said.

‘But it will work?’

‘We’ve received several objects from the future. We know time travel is possible.’

‘But you can’t be sure that this specific experiment won’t kill us all by accidentally launching us into space.’

Storti wasn’t exaggerating. The chronometer was designed to move objects through space as well as time, so it could keep up with the earth—which was orbiting the sun at 1800 kilometres per minute. In the last experiment, a poorly-calibrated prototype had catapulted the unmanned vessel into orbit.

‘It’ll work,’ Ashling said. ‘Just watch.’

It has to, she told herself. The whole world is counting on us.

17:25

‘Thirty seconds,’ Storti said. ‘You better get in there. Good luck.’

‘You don’t need luck when math is on your side,’ Ashling said. It was something her professor used to say all the time. Ashling had loved Professor Tibbit, who never made her feel out of place even though she was years younger than anyone else in the class.

She walked into the test unit. The boomerang-shaped chronometer glowed as she approached, responding to the magnetic field generated by the nanomachines in her blood. It was pre-programmed—she just had to turn it on.

‘Ten seconds,’ Storti said.

Ashling took a deep breath. Counted.

Five, four, three . . .

16:55

‘See you all two hours ago,’ she said, and pushed the button.

Later, she wasn’t sure how to describe the sensation. It was like a tingling which started in her toes, and then became a pain as it shot up her legs. By the time it reached her stomach it had become a violent nausea. But before she could throw up, it reached her head. The test unit glitched around her and suddenly she was looking at infinite copies of herself, stretching away into the distance as though she were standing in between two mirrors.

Then it was over. She felt like the transmission had lasted less only a second or two, yet somehow whole lifetimes had passed.

‘Woah,’ she said.

She looked around at all the other technicians. All were still standing, though a few looked vaguely ill. One man was giggling uncontrollably. Another was quietly weeping.

Storti was rubbing his temples, like he had a headache.

‘Are you OK, sir?’ Ashling asked.

He looked up. His pupils were huge. ‘I take it we’re still alive?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And not in space?’

17:25

Ashling looked up at one of the screens. It said something impossible. DATE: FEBRUARY 1ST, 2020. ‘Uh, no. But . . .’

‘But what?’ Storti was rubbing his arms like he was cold. ‘Have we travelled through time, or not?’

‘We have.’ Ashling kept her voice even. She didn’t want to start a panic. ‘But we’ve overshot the target.’

‘By how much?’

Ashling coughed. ‘Forty-two years.’

Storti’s face went grey. ‘Forty-two . . . what happened?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know?!’

Maybe the submarine’s fusion reactor overloaded the chronometer, Ashling thought. It’s the first time we tried charging it on fusion power. A foolish oversight.

17:00

There was a tremendous bang. The whole submarine shook. Sirens started wailing.

‘What was that?’ a technician shouted.

‘Hull breach,’ a recorded voice said. ‘Emergency.’

Ashling turned back to screens, speedreading the data almost as quickly as streaming it. Her brain had gone into overdrive.

‘We’re in exactly the right place,’ she said. ‘But we’re forty-two years in the past. So I assume we appeared in front of some kind of obstacle—an iceberg, or a ship.’

Some historical facts about the year 2020 flashed through Ashling’s head. The year the Solar Orbiter was launched. The year of the rat. Ironically, the year fusion power was perfected. Nothing useful.

‘It had better not be a ship,’ Storti stood up. ‘We don’t want to mess with the past.’

‘That’s the whole point of this technology,’ Ashling snapped, without looking away from the screen. She was thinking fast.

‘You know what I mean—’

16:40

Crack. It sounded like thick tree boughs snapping off in a storm. The damage was spreading through the hull of the submarine.

The pressure down here was huge. If the cracks spread too far, the vessel could implode, crushing them all.

‘Karl! Taylor!’ Storti barked. ‘Get to the aft end of the ship. Seal off the affected areas. Now!’

Two engineers nodded and hurried out the door.

Ashling’s mind was racing. Where had she gone wrong? She had thought her calculations were perfect. She had checked them hundreds of times.

‘Miss Hartigan,’ Storti said. ‘Get us back to present-day. We may need rescue.’

Ashling cleared her throat. ‘I can’t.’

Storti looked stricken. ‘Say again?’

‘I can’t get us back to 2062.’ Ashling felt sick. They were stranded forty-two years in the past, and it was all her fault.

16:25

‘Why not?’ Storti demanded.

‘The chronometer only has a large enough capacitor to take us two hours forward in time. It’ll explode if we try to jump forty-two years ahead.’

‘Then how did we end up going forty-two years back?!’

‘Going back is easy,’ Ashling said. ‘Going forwards is hard. Time doesn’t like bending that way.’

Storti was tearing his hair out. ‘“Time doesn’t like—”’

The hull of the sub creaked again. Ashling could feel the water pressing in all around it. Soon they would all be crushed.

16:15

‘Sir.’ One of the engineers was back. ‘We can’t seal off the front of the sub. The impact knocked one of the bulkheads out of shape. It won’t close. And the water could reach it at any moment.’

‘Get the welding equipment from engineering,’ Storti said. ‘And sheet metal from room five.’

That wouldn’t work, Ashling knew. Sheet metal would collapse under the pressure, and the welded section would take too long to cool.

She closed her eyes, blocking out all distractions. The submarine was filling with water. She couldn’t get it back to 2062—not enough charge in the chronometer. She could transport the water itself back in time . . . but more water would just flood in.

There must be a way out of this. If only she had more time to think of it.

More time.

15:35

She opened her eyes. ‘I’m on it,’ she shouted. She snatched the chronometer off its stand and dashed out of the room.

‘Hartigan! Wait!’ Storti shouted. Ashling ignored him, sprinting through the corridors towards the front end of the sub.

As she ran, she hyperlinked the chronometer to her implant, reprogramming it on the fly. It wasn’t designed for this. But she was sure it would work.

You were sure when you hit that button, said a doubtful voice in her head. She ignored it. She always ignored that voice.

She could hear the water crashing through other parts of the submarine. Working its way towards the centre, like poison racing towards a beating heart.

The damaged bulkhead was at the end of this corridor, fizzing and spitting sparks, unable to close. If the water reached it, they were all doomed. There was no way to seal off the rest of the vessel.

Ashling ducked her head as she ran through the gap, still mentally crunching numbers as she reprogrammed the chronometer.

14:10

She rounded a corner and found herself facing a long corridor. As she watched, the water appeared at the other end, rushing towards her in a dark wall of death. The lights in the corridor died one by one as it drew closer. The roaring got louder and louder.

Ashling did the final calculations. There were dials and buttons on the chronometer, but controlling it with her implant was more precise. Mentally, she adjusted the directional settings, the power level and the time code.

The water raced towards her.

‘Trust the math,’ she muttered, and pushed the button.

14:05

ZZROP! A blast of energy hit the water, and suddenly the flood stopped dead. It was as though someone had hit pause on a remote. The water was completely still, like a sculpture made of glass. Ashling could see her distorted reflection in a motionless wave which almost touched the ceiling.

She resisted the urge to touch it. If she did, she would be frozen too.

The glow of the chronometer flickered and died. No more charge. Now they were truly stuck here, in the year 2020.

Ashling ran back to the control room, where Storti and the engineer were still arguing.

‘I paused the water,’ she said.

Storti looked taken aback. ‘What do you mean, you “paused” it?’

12:05

‘Technically I slowed it down to a speed approaching zero.’ Ashling plugged the chronometer back into the podium to charge. ‘But it’ll go back to normal in twelve minutes. You have that long to try to seal the damaged door.’

‘On it,’ the engineer said, and ran out the door again.

Storti looked like he was about to say something. Then he got a faraway look, like something was being transmitted to his implant.

‘The scanner has picked up activity on the surface,’ he said finally. ‘A boat, loaded with divers. The ship we hit must be sending someone to help us.’ He grabbed Ashling’s arm. ‘What happens if we meet them?’

‘Paradox,’ Ashling breathed.

Everyone in the room looked horrified. A paradox was a time traveller’s worst nightmare. With short jumps, the risks were small. But by leaping forty-two years into the past, they had put themselves in real danger.

They might accidentally change things in a way which prevented Ashling’s parents from meeting. Then Ashling would never be born, and she would never travel to the past, so her parents would meet, and then . . .

No-one knew what would happen after that. The world’s best physicists were still debating it. One theory was that the fabric of space-time would rip apart, unleashing enough energy to destroy the visible universe. Ashling herself had once proposed a paradox-powered generator.

11:55

Storti turned to another one of his engineers. ‘How’s our propulsion? We need to move this sub, ASAP.’

‘The reactor’s dead,’ the engineer babbled. ‘I can’t get it back online! We have an hour of backup power at the most.’

At least the fusion reactor wouldn’t mess with the chronometer anymore. Ashling stuck her hands in her pockets. The vessel was trapped, in all four dimensions. They were too damaged to go forwards or back, up or down, left or right. The chronometer would take years to regain enough charge to move the submarine through time.

11:20

‘We call for help,’ she muttered.

‘How?’ Storti demanded. ‘Everyone who knows about the experiment is forty-two years away, and our time machine is dead.’

‘Everything in the universe is a time machine.’ Ashling was already digging through an equipment locker. ‘It’s just that most things can only move forwards, and only very slowly . . . aha!’ She pulled out a deepwater probe—it looked like a bowling ball covered in spikes. It was designed to sink to the bottom of the ocean and then transmit environmental data back to the surface.

She ran towards the exit chamber. Storti followed her. One of the engineers chased them both, shouting, ‘I fixed the bulkhead!’

10:25

So we won’t drown, Ashling thought. But we might get ripped apart by a paradox.

‘What are you doing?’ Storti demanded.

Ashling fiddled with the controls on the probe. ‘I can program this to start sending a distress call, forty-two years from now. Then we sink it to the bottom of the ocean.’

‘We can’t wait forty-two years for rescue!’

‘We don’t have to,’ Ashling said. ‘Our rescuers can use a new chronometer to jump back in time and pick us up.’

‘But—’ Storti got that faraway look again. ‘My God. Another sub just appeared out of nowhere! Two nautical miles away.’

Ashling’s heart beat a little faster. ‘Who?’

‘The SSN-840 Montreal. They’re hailing us!’

Ashling grinned. Her plan had worked already. Someone from the future had heard her distress signal, and she hadn’t even sent it yet!

09:55

‘They say they’re here to rescue us,’ Storti said. ‘I don’t understand how they knew we were in trouble?’

‘You don’t need to.’ Ashling sat down on a crate in the corner, too tired to explain it to him. I’ll be glad when today is over, she thought. Then she realised today hadn’t started yet, and wouldn’t for another forty-two years.

The air started to warp around her.

‘You feel that?’ Storti asked. ‘What’s going on?’

The hull of the submarine was creaking again. Ashling felt like her whole body was vibrating.

Suddenly she realised what was happening. When the Montreal had arrived to save them, she had forgotten to sink the probe. But without the probe, the Montreal wouldn’t find out they needed saving.

09:30

Paradox.

The humming had become a deafening whine. The air shimmered, like in the desert on a hot day.

‘What’s happening?’ Storti yelled.

Ashling snatched up the probe and ran over to the exit chamber. She wrenched it open, dumped the probe inside and slammed the hatch shut. A warning message flashed on the screen. FLUSH CHAMBER?

She stabbed the YES button frantically.

There was a hiss and a whoosh, and the probe was gone.

08:50

The whining died away. The world stopped trembling. No more paradox.

‘Fixed,’ she said.

This time, Storti didn’t bother to ask her what she’d done, or how. Instead, he said, ‘The Montreal is dispatching a small craft to get us out of here. But it’ll take fifteen minutes to prep it.’

Ashling’s heart sank. ‘So the divers from the surface will reach us first.’

‘And your magic will release the water.’

‘It’s not magic,’ Ashling said, ‘but yes—although the bulkhead is fixed, so that’s not our main problem. Can we use the escape pods?’

‘They’re programmed to take us to the surface, where we’ll be in full view of the ship. Plus, the sub will have to surface to pick us up, so that will come into view too.’

Ashling raced back towards the test unit. ‘Can we reprogram the pods?’

Storti hurried after her. ‘Their behaviour is hardwired to be utterly dependable. Redesigning them would be a huge task.’

06:40

Ashling checked the chronometer, hoping it would have somehow charged enough to send them back to the future. But no. With the sub’s reactor dead, it was charging on backup power. It didn’t have enough energy to move the submarine anywhere.

It had a tiny bit, though. A flicker of charge.

‘The divers are getting closer,’ Storti said. ‘What do we do?’

‘I have an idea.’ Ashling switched her implant to broadcast ship-wide, so everyone could hear her. ‘I need the whole crew in the test chamber, now.’ She switched to an external transmission. ‘SSN Montreal, can you hear me?’

05:25

An oddly familiar voice spoke in her ear: ‘We read you, Miss Hartigan.’

‘I need you to move your sub to the following coordinates. Don’t let the boat up above see you.’ Ashling calculated the coordinates and transmitted them. Her brain was a mess of velocities and masses and submarine blueprints.

‘What are you doing?’ Storti asked.

‘We don’t have enough energy to move the whole sub forward in time,’ she said. ‘But we can move just the crew a fraction of a second back in time.’

‘How will that help?!’

‘We’re en route to those coordinates, Miss Hartigan,’ said the familiar voice.

03:40

‘Roger that.’ Ashling was fiddling with the chronometer. She talked to Storti as she worked: ‘The earth is moving through space. And this time, we’re not going to move with it. We’ll disappear and then reappear on the rescue sub—slightly before we left—because the planet will travel without us.’ Ashling frowned. ‘We can’t take the chronometer with us, though. It’ll have to stay plugged in, or it will run out of charge.’

‘You want to use the chronometer like a teleport to get us into their sub?’ Storti looked baffled and horrified. ‘We could end up stuck halfway through a wall, or tangled up in the propellers. Those calculations would have to be so precise—’

02:50

‘I’ve already done them. Trust me.’

The rest of the crew—ten people—ran into the test chamber. They looked tense, but confident. They trusted her.

01:15

‘OK,’ Storti said finally. ‘Our lives are in your hands.’ He bowed stiffly, like an old samurai.

‘We’re in position, Miss Hartigan,’ said the voice from the other sub.

‘Let’s do this,’ Ashling said. Trust the math. She pushed the button.

Whoosh. She felt that same disturbing sensation, her body being melted and stretched and freeze-dried, and then it was over—

And she was underwater.

Ashling jolted, barely supressing a scream. The sudden pressure squeezed her skull and her chest. She’d miscalculated again!

00:50

She thrashed around wildly in the cold, holding her breath. No sign of the rest of the crew. The rescue sub was right above her, huge and grey. If she’d appeared one metre higher, her body would have punctured the hull.

Ashling looked around for a way into the sub. But the hull was completely smooth, and as shiny as a mirror. It didn’t look like any submarine she’d seen before. No entry hatch. No markings at all.

She looked up. The surface was too far away. She would run out of air long before she reached it. She was doomed.

Part of the submarine’s hull unfolded like origami, turning into a mechanical claw. Ashling’s eyes widened as the claw grabbed her and hauled her into the dark hollow it had left behind.

00:10

The claw let her go and became part of the wall again, entombing Ashling in pitch blackness. There was a roar as all the water was flushed out, and suddenly she could breathe again. The sudden change in pressure made her want to vomit.

Lights flickered on around her as she coughed and gasped. The chamber was sleek and complex, with technology Ashling didn’t recognise. She’d never seen a claw like that, either. This sub must be from years ahead of her own time.

The crew was all here, looking shaken but unharmed. And there was another woman, about thirty years old, wearing a futuristic uniform. She looked a bit like—

‘I’m Ashling Hartigan,’ the woman said, extending a hand. ‘Chief Science Officer of the SSN Montreal.’

Ashling gaped at her.

00:00

The woman smiled, the corners of her eyes crinkling. ‘You have a long way to go, kid,’ she said. ‘But you’ll make it.’
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20:00

Don’t look down, Cody told himself.

He immediately disobeyed his own advice, and regretted it. The port was a long, long way below. But the control pod of the crane was still a long way up. It felt like he had been climbing this ladder forever.

The radio on his hip bleeped and fizzed. ‘Cody. You OK?’

19:50

Cody couldn’t reach the radio; he didn’t want to take either hand off the rungs. He resumed his climb, hoping the controller would decide he was OK and go do something else. Cody couldn’t call too much attention to himself. He had pretended he was over sixteen to get this job, and the hiring manager had pretended to believe him.

The wind picked up, pulling at the hood of his raincoat. The crane seemed to sway beneath him. Cody hugged the rungs, his heart racing.

Just imagine you’re a pirate, he thought. Climbing the rigging.

19:30

When the wind died down, Cody resumed climbing. Eventually he reached a trapdoor and climbed up into the control pod.

The view was amazing from up here. He could see over the maze of shipping containers all the way to the deep, dark ocean. A cargo ship crawled across the distant horizon. In the opposite direction, Cody saw the skyscrapers and bridges of the city. He lived in one of those apartment buildings, but from here he couldn’t tell which one.

17:15

He sat down at the controls and checked them. They weren’t exactly like the ones in the training video. But he could see how to swivel the crane, how to move the hook further out, and how to lower it. He would be OK.

‘Ready, Cody?’ asked the controller on the radio.

Cody cleared his throat. ‘Of course. I’m a licensed crane operator.’

‘Sure you are. I need container B31 moved from Bay 19 to the truck in Slot 40. You got that?’

Cody didn’t make her repeat herself. ‘Aye aye, cap’n,’ he said.

‘You know I’m not a captain, right?’

16:45

He rotated the crane, slowly at first, and then faster as he gained confidence. Soon the hook was dangling above the correct container. One of Cody’s colleagues—another new guy, Danny—scrambled up the side, grabbed the hook, and connected it to the chains already wrapped around the container. Danny gave Cody a thumbs up.

Cody returned the thumbs up, although Danny probably couldn’t see him all the way up here. Once Danny had climbed back down, Cody lifted the container and swung it sideways over the maze.

14:20

It took him a few tries to get the container hanging directly above the truck. It was hard to judge distances from up here. But eventually he got it in position and lowered it down.

‘Nice work, kid,’ the controller said.

Cody cleared his throat. ‘I’m basically an adult.’

‘Uh-huh. I’ll need the next one done faster. Container H50 from Bay 4 to Truck 11, please.’

‘No problem.’ Cody raised the hook—

13:50

Then he noticed something. The cargo ship he’d seen before was approaching the port. It was listing, like it was taking on water. Smoke poured from somewhere inside. ‘Uh, cap’n—’

‘Not a captain,’ the controller reminded him.

‘A ship is coming in.’

‘The ships aren’t your job, mate.’

‘But it looks like they’re in trouble. Like, sinking.’ Now that the ship was closer, Cody could see a hole in the side of the hull, water sloshing at the bottom edge. It looked like it had been blasted by a cannon.

There was a pause. ‘OK, I’ll check it out. You just get that container moved, alright?’

Cody kept one eye on the ship as he swivelled the crane. What could have happened to it? He hoped that the crew was OK.

12:35

Then he saw something impossible. Something huge, crawling out of the hole in the hull like a cockroach scuttling out from under the fridge.

A giant.

Cody stared. If he’d seen a video of this online, he would have assumed it was fake. The creature resembled a gorilla, but it had a stumpy tail and was the size of an elephant. Too big to be real.

As the ship drew closer to the port, the huge creature reached the deck of the ship and stood to its full height. Its angry face was bruised, and livid scratches marred its fur, like it had punched its way through a metal wall.

12:05

‘Cap’n!’ Cody cried. ‘Are you seeing this?’

The giant bounded across the deck of the ship and jumped. It landed on a stack of containers in the port with a tremendous boom that drowned out the rest of Cody’s sentence. The stack started to fall. The giant leapt off just in time, and landed on another. The first stack crashed to the ground with an ear-splitting bang. Screaming workers scattered in every direction.

11:40

Cody suddenly realised that the giant was moving in the direction of the crane hook. What if it grabbed it and pulled? Would the crane topple over? Cody quickly grabbed the controls and tried to swivel the hook out of reach.

Wrong way. The hook swung sideways and slammed into the side of the giant’s head with a bonk that echoed across the port.

Cody cringed. ‘Whoops.’

The giant looked up, alarmed. Cody wasn’t sure, but he felt like it was looking right at him.

11:15

He hit the right control this time, and raised the hook. Just in time—the giant swiped a massive paw at it, and missed. It bellowed with rage, and then started running towards the base of the crane, leaping from one stack of containers to the next.

Had the creature actually seen him, or just looked in his direction? Cody wasn’t keen to find out. He scrambled out of his seat and hurried back to the trapdoor. He had to get out of here.

10:55

Too late. When he opened the trapdoor, the giant was already at the bottom of the ladder. It started climbing up towards him, terrifyingly fast. Now it definitely was looking at him through enormous bloodshot eyes. The whole crane trembled under its weight.

Cody slammed the trapdoor closed, his heart pounding. There was a slide-bolt, so he locked it. But that wouldn’t hold the creature back for long. It would punch through the trapdoor with one giant arm, and rummage around inside, tearing the room apart. Hiding in here would do no good.

10:00

Thung, thung, thung. The giant was getting closer. The floor shook beneath Cody.

There was a hatch in the ceiling. He stood on the chair and pushed it open. Daylight poured into the control pod. Cody jumped and hauled himself up over the edge, onto the roof of the control pod. Then he closed the hatch behind him.

09:35

Up here, the amazing view became terrifying. The arm of the crane creaked in the wind. There was no safety rail, no rungs to hold onto. Nothing to stop him from stepping off the roof and plummeting thirty or forty metres to the concrete below. Cody lay facedown on the steel pod, arms wide, like he was hugging it.

Thung, thung, thung. The giant climbed closer and closer.

Then there was silence.

Cody stayed frozen, his heart in his mouth. What was happening? Was the creature trying to work out how to get into the control pod? Or was it just resting after the climb? Maybe it wasn’t even smart enough to realise that he had been the one who—

08:20

Cody’s radio crackled noisily. ‘Cody! There’s some kind of giant gorilla right under your control pod!’

A roar split the air. The giant had heard the radio.

Cody screamed and scrambled out of the way as the giant swung up into view. It landed on top of the control pod with a whung, between him and the hatch. The impact rattled Cody’s whole body.

He found himself face to face with the beast. Its huge mouth opened wide, exposing teeth as long as chisels. Its reddish-brown eyes, buried in deep, dark hollows, burned with terrible rage.

Cody backed away, towards the arm of the crane. He held his hands up, surrendering. ‘I’m really sorry about the hook. It was an accid—’

The giant swung a huge paw at him. Cody stumbled backwards. The paw missed, but Cody felt the air shift, creating a void that nearly sucked him off his feet.

07:55

He turned and ran onto the arm of the crane.

The arm wasn’t designed to be walked on—it was made of huge steel rods, all rounded, no flat surfaces. Every gust of wind threatened to send Cody tumbling off the edge to his death. Through the gaps between the rods he could see the ground, fifty metres below.

He kept moving, one foot after the other, his heart kerthump-kerthumping. He waved his arms around, hoping someone down below would see. Hoping they would save him, somehow.

07:30

When he was halfway along the arm, there was a clang, and the steel vibrated under his shoes. Cody turned his head and saw that the creature had leapt onto the arm of the crane, its hairy hands and feet somehow gripping the smooth steel as it chased him. It didn’t seem worried at all about the height.

07:05

Sobbing with fear, Cody ran as fast as he dared, his feet slipping on the metal. But the giant was faster than him. It was catching up. The crane was creaking under its weight.

And Cody was on a road to nowhere. The arm of the crane was only thirty metres long. Once he reached the end, he would have a choice. Let the monster take him, or step off the edge into the void.

In the pirate stories Cody read as a kid, the main character was often forced to walk the plank, and choose between the swords behind and the raging sea below. Now he was doing it for real.

The monster bounded closer and closer, rattling the arm of the crane. Cody looked down, hoping that help was on the way. Maybe someone would be setting up a giant trampoline down below.

They weren’t. Everyone was just gawking, or taking cover under cross-stacked containers.

06:50

But the crane’s hook was directly below him, dangling at the end of a twenty metre cable.

Cody looked at the hook, then at the end of the crane’s arm, then at the rampaging giant coming his way. The hook looked like the least deadly option.

He climbed down over the edge of the arm. His feet kicked the air over the lethal drop. His heartbeat was deafening. The climb would have been hard even without the wind buffeting him and the giant shaking the arm as it got closer. But he managed to reach the thick cable which held up the hook.

06:15

He had thought he would be able to slide down the cable, like on TV. But he quickly realised that the tightly woven steel fibres would burn the skin off his palms. Instead he wrapped his arms and legs around the cable and lowered himself bit by bit.

The giant was directly above him, now. It peered down between the bars of the arm, watching. It didn’t look angry anymore. Just puzzled. It seemed smart enough to realise that Cody had been controlling the hook. Maybe it was also smart enough to wonder how he could be dumb enough to try this.

05:45

The cable swayed in the breeze. The movement became worse the lower he got. Cody was about halfway to the hook, and it was already hard to hold on. His hands and shoulders burned. If he slipped, he would fall for several seconds and land on the truck parked below, breaking his legs. Or his neck.

He didn’t know what he would do when he reached the hook. It was too high off the ground to let go. He was just trying to get as far from the giant as possible.

Clang. The cable quivered in his grip, like a bowstring being released. Cody barely managed to hang on. He was still ten metres above the hook, and about forty above the ground.

He looked up. Surely the giant wasn’t trying to climb down after him?

No. It was still perched on the arm. But, as he watched, it slammed a tremendous fist against the arm, rattling the whole crane. The cable shook.

It was trying to shake him loose. It wanted to see him fall.

Feeling sick with terror, Cody increased his pace, climbing down at a speed that hurt his hands. Clang. The cable quivered. He was still five metres above the hook. If he didn’t reach it soon, he would—

05:05

Clang! Cody lost his grip on the cable. Suddenly he was falling.

He frantically tried to grab the cable again, but he was already plummeting too fast. When he touched the steel it blistered his fingers, like he’d tried to pick up an oven tray with his bare hands.

The hook rushed up towards him. Cody tried to catch it. He missed, his hands swiping empty air. He was going to die—

05:00

And then something snatched him out of the air. There was a ripping sound, and suddenly Cody was choking. Dangling helplessly, he looked around, and saw that the hook had caught the hood of his raincoat. The hood had half ripped off, but the rest was holding his weight—and throttling him.

His head filled up with blood like an overinflated soccer ball. It was like being hanged at the gallows. Cody put his hands up and fumbled around until he found the hook. Then he gripped it and pulled, releasing the hood and the pressure on his throat.

The giant thumped the arm of the crane, frustrated. But Cody didn’t lose his grip on the hook. He hauled himself up and sat astride the cold steel, like it was a horse on a merry-go-round. It swayed gently, halfway between two stacks of containers. Neither was within Cody’s reach, and he was still twenty metres above the ground. Trapped.

04:40

The creature growled—a low, powerful sound like the rumbling of the trucks below. Then it reached down and grabbed the cable.

Cody braced himself, hugging the hook tighter. But the creature didn’t try to shake him off again. Instead, it started pulling up the cable, hand over hand. Reeling Cody in, like a fish on a line.

04:30

Cody looked around, panicking. He couldn’t see a way out. ‘Help!’ he screamed. ‘Someone help me!’

The wind sucked his words away. There were people down below—but there was nothing they could do. They just stared, helpless and frightened, as Cody got higher and higher.

He could let go. Maybe he’d survive the drop. Maybe he wouldn’t. Every second he waited, his chances got worse. It was like a nightmare.

He held on tight as the hook swayed—

And the movement gave him an idea.

There was a tower of containers three or four metres to his left. Out of reach. Unless . . .

04:00

Holding the cable, Cody kicked his legs and leaned back, like a kid on a swing. The arc got longer and longer. Each sweep of the hook brought it higher.

The giant snarled above him. Flecks of drool came down like rain. Maybe it was intelligent enough to realise what he was doing, or maybe the movement just annoyed it.

It kept pulling him up. With each tug, Cody had less cable to swing on. A shorter arc.

It was now or never.

‘Yargh!’ Bellowing like a pirate raider swinging onto a neighbouring ship, he launched himself off the hook. He flew through the air for a moment, legs kicking, arms flailing wildly. For a second he thought he was going to land safely on top of the stack of shipping containers.

But he didn’t make it.

03:45

Cody slammed into the side of the highest container. He flung out a hand and just managed to grab the top. Then he dangled there for a moment, groaning. His body felt like one enormous bruise.

The creature roared with frustration. Cody wondered why it wouldn’t just leave him alone. Being hit with the hook must have really made it mad. Or maybe it was already mad from being cooped up in the cargo ship.

02:40

He started climbing down the side of the container stack, using padlocks and barred windows for handholds. If he could get to the ground he’d be safe. There were a million places to hide around the port.

He looked up to see if the giant was trying to work out a way to come down after him. It wasn’t. Something else had attracted its attention.

Cody followed the giant’s gaze, and was startled to see a sniper crouched on top of a nearby stack of crates. Another was perched in the watchtower. Yet another was riding in a helicopter, which Cody hadn’t heard arrive.

Who were all these people? They didn’t look like police. They wore masks, and black uniforms with a logo shaped like a magnifying glass.

01:40

Cody kept climbing down the stack of crates. He had nearly reached the ground now. It didn’t matter who these people were, he told himself. They were here to deal with the giant. As soon as he could get out of sight, it wasn’t his problem any more.

Gunfire crackled overhead. Cody kept his head down as he descended.

Five metres up. Three metres. One.

00:25

Cody pushed off the stack and landed on the concrete. Finally, solid ground under his feet. He’d never been so happy to touch the oil-stained cement of the docks. He was safe.

He could see a perfect hiding place a few metres away. A trap door, designed for maintenance of the buried petrol tanks. Even if the giant could rip the trapdoor open, it wouldn’t fit through the hole.

Cody took one last look up at the crane, to see if the giant was watching him—

Then his eyes widened in astonishment.

00:00

The giant had disappeared.
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20:00

The earpiece was as small as a ladybug, but it had been surgically attached to Kelsey’s eardrum. Mercer’s voice was perfectly clear: ‘Kelsey. You got a second?’

‘Not really.’ Kelsey gunned the engine as her motorbike screamed down the highway. She checked the side-mirror. Even at 120 kilometres per hour, the Blackwell drones were catching up to her. They could fly over the trees, instead of having to curve with the road. It was like being chased by a swarm of bees.

19:45

The artefact in her backpack was priceless. If her intel was correct, it had washed up on a beach near here two years ago. Researchers from Blackwell Holdings had detected its energy signature, snatched it up and had been secretly studying it ever since.

SPII had concluded that the artefact was too dangerous to stay in their hands. They had sent Kelsey to take it.

‘I need you to get to the docks and deal with a giant,’ Mercer was saying.

‘A giant what?’ Kelsey asked.

‘Some species that supposedly went extinct 100 000 years ago. One of our researchers has examined the satellite photos. She said the creature looked like a gigantopithecus-megatherium hybrid, although she also noted that this was impossible. Separate evolutionary lines. Does any of that mean anything to you?’

19:30

It didn’t. ‘I’m kind of in the middle of something.’

‘Well, it’s lucky I trained you to do several things at once.’

Kelsey gritted her teeth as she zoomed towards a tight turn. She crossed the centre line so the curve was less severe, but then she saw a sixteen-wheel truck coming the other way. Kelsey swerved back into her lane and hit the brakes to avoid hurtling off the road into the forest. The truck blew past, drowning out anything Mercer was trying to say. Needles of rain slashed her face.

As Kelsey sped up again, one of the drones dive-bombed her, plunging out of the sky like a swooping magpie. Kelsey leaned left, and the drone slammed into the road, disintegrating into matchsticks.

19:10

One down, she thought. Twenty to go.

‘I usually wouldn’t send such a young agent,’ Mercer said. ‘But it’s time critical, and you’re closest.’

‘What’s my mission, exactly?’

‘Stop the creature from killing anybody in the next twenty minutes.’

‘What happens in twenty minutes?’

Another drone swooped at Kelsey. She reached up and grabbed its eye-stalk with one hand. It was a quadcopter, about the size of a skateboard. The turbines whined as the drone tried to get back into the air. Kelsey held on tight. She clamped her thighs around the motorbike so the drone couldn’t lift her off her seat.

18:55

On the next tight turn she leaned sideways and pushed the drone against the road. The drone made a sound like a coffee grinder as the asphalt scraped off two of its wings. Eventually the chassis broke off and disappeared behind Kelsey, leaving her holding the severed eye-stalk.

The camera on the end of the stalk looked like it had an infrared lens. Interesting. Kelsey stuffed it into a pocket inside her jacket. Two down.

18:30

Her earpiece fizzed as it compressed Mercer’s voice to improve transmission speed. ‘In twenty minutes or less, our snipers will arrive on the scene with tranquillisers. We’re hoping they can subdue the mega-giganto-whatever. Then you can stand down.’

A sign appeared on the left. DOCKS. NEXT EXIT. 500M.

‘Where’s the animal now?’ she asked.

‘Just leapt off a cargo ship onto the docks. It weighs fifty tonnes, so you shouldn’t have trouble finding it.’

He must be exaggerating, Kelsey thought. ‘And the snipers?’

18:10

‘En route in a helicopter,’ Mercer said. ‘Eighteen minutes now.’

‘One more question. The things guarding the Blackwell research facility . . .’

‘Uh-oh. The attack dogs aren’t after you, are they?’

‘Worse. The drones.’ Kelsey checked her mirrors. Another drone was preparing to dive. ‘They use infrared cameras, right?’

‘Right. Camouflage won’t fool them, because you’re warmer than the forest and the road around you. You could maybe lose them by going underwater, where it’s cold?’

17:55

The exit ramp was coming up. Another sign: THIS EXIT TO DOCKS.

‘I have a better idea.’ Kelsey gunned the motor, accelerating to maximum speed. The cloud of drones was close behind her. She stood up on the seat with her arms out to stay balanced, surfing on the bike as it zoomed up the slope. At the top of the ramp, she jumped.

Kelsey and the bike both went flying into the trees. Kelsey grabbed a branch with her gloved hands and swung around it, up and over like a trapeze artist, before dropping to the ground. The bike hurtled past her and then slammed into another tree further away. There was a deafening KERBLAM as the petrol tank burst into flames. The drones swirled around the fireball, confused and blinded by the heat.

17:45

‘Problem solved.’ Kelsey sprinted up the road towards the docks. ‘I’m on my way.’

The docks were about two kilometres away. Like all graduates from SPII—the School for Pupils of International Intelligence—Kelsey could run that distance in six minutes flat. With her backpack, it might take more like seven.

She couldn’t ditch the backpack. It contained her wipe-goggles, her grappling hook, her whistle, her battery pod and the mysterious artefact she had risked her life to steal. The SPII technicians were desperate to study it.

13:20

Kelsey could see the docks on the horizon. Cranes loomed amongst towers of shipping containers. Her eyes widened as she saw something climbing up the side of one of the cranes. Something huge. Something impossible. Mercer hadn’t been kidding—it was a monster from 100 000 years ago. An ape-like thing the size of a small plane.

SPII had given Kelsey some crazy missions in the past. But how was she supposed to contain this?

As she ran closer, she saw the crane’s operator, a young man—maybe even a kid—crouched on top of the control pod. He looked terrified. If the giant shook the crane too much, the teenager would fall to his death. Kelsey had to get in there, now.

11:20

Soon she reached the main gates. They were unguarded, but locked and topped with coils of razor wire. Kelsey’s gloves might protect her hands, but the wire would shred the rest of her clothes and the skin beneath. She needed another way around.

She briefly considered using the artefact to get past somehow. But this was untested technology of unknown origin. Too risky.

Instead, she ran to the left. The fence blocked off the road and extended about a metre over the sea to stop anyone from climbing around it. Kelsey could dive off the edge, fall five metres down to the water, swim further past the fenced-off area, find a ladder, climb up onto the wharf . . .

10:50

She looked up at the crane. There was no time for any of that. Now the giant was on top of the control pod, and the teenage boy was balanced further along the beam. He was running out of room to escape.

Digging through her backpack, Kelsey found her grappling hook attached to the end of a nylon rope with a carbon nanotube core. It had cost SPII almost $20 000 and was strong enough to lift a tank. Mercer would be horrified to hear she was wasting it on this.

She ran towards the edge of the road. At the last second, she snagged the grappling hook onto the fence and jumped. Gripping the rope with both hands, she flew out over the water, swung around the side of the fence, and landed on the other side. She was in.

10:05

No time to untangle the $20 000 climbing rope. Leaving it behind, Kelsey ran through the maze of shipping containers towards the base of the crane.

When she rounded a corner, she saw a man in a hard hat and a high-vis vest coming the other way.

09:25

‘You can’t go this way, Miss!’ he shouted as he approached. ‘There’s some kind of enormous—’

Kelsey swerved sideways and jumped, running along the wall instead of the ground to avoid his arms. She landed behind the man and kept running.

‘Get that gate open so people can escape,’ she told him, without slowing down. Technically she was supposed to use wipe-goggles to erase the memory of anyone who saw her, but this guy wouldn’t have gotten a good look.

Soon she found herself beneath the crane. Now the kid was climbing down the crane’s cable towards the dangling hook. Pretty resourceful, but he would be cornered before reinforcements arrived.

Kelsey dug a whistle out of her backpack. She had used it to get past the attack dogs guarding the Blackwell building. Hopefully it would work on other animals, too.

08:40

She took a deep breath, and blew as hard as she could.

The pitch was too high for human ears. The boy up above didn’t seem to notice it. But the giant reacted immediately. It clamped its hands over its ears, snarling and spitting.

Kelsey blew again, stalling for time. The giant roared with frenzied rage, and slammed its fists against the arm of the crane.

Whoops. The arm shook, and the kid’s grip on the cable slipped. Kelsey watched in horror as he fell—

07:55

And then caught the hook with the hood of his raincoat.

Lucky. But Kelsey couldn’t try that again. Where were the SPII snipers?

A truck was parked underneath the beam of the crane. A shipping container rested on the tray. Kelsey’s ear implant also boosted environmental sounds on cue, and she thought she heard shuffling noises inside.

Oh no, she thought. She pulled the drone’s eye-stalk out of her jacket, hooked up the broken end to the battery pod in her backpack, and pulled out her phone.

Kelsey wasn’t a great hacker, but the phone was. She snapped a picture of the serial number inside the broken end of the eye-stalk, and almost immediately, she found the feed from the eye-stalk on her phone screen.

06:30

The infrared feed was a mess of orange blobs, but Kelsey could decipher it. Thirteen people were inside that shipping container. They must have hidden inside and locked the door when the creature showed up. Now it was directly above them. If it jumped or fell, they would be flattened in a steel tomb like meat in a sandwich press.

Maybe Kelsey could move the truck out of the way. She climbed up to the cab. But the door was locked, and the keys weren’t in the ignition.

05:05

With her supercharged hearing, Kelsey detected the whop-whop-whop of an approaching helicopter.

‘Bug, call Mercer,’ she said. The earpiece automatically put her through.

Mercer picked up quickly. ‘Backup’s almost there, Kelsey,’ Mercer said. ‘Is anyone dead?’

‘You have to call off the snipers.’

‘They’re good agents, kiddo. They won’t hit anything they shouldn’t.’

‘There’s a truck full of civilians right under the creature. If it falls, they’ll be crushed.’

Mercer swore. ‘On it.’

04:15

Too late. Kelsey heard the sharp pop of a gunshot. She didn’t have an eyeball implant like some of the other agents, so she couldn’t zoom in on the tranq dart sticking out of the giant—but she didn’t need to. She could see the animal reaching over its shoulder, as if trying to scratch an itch between the shoulderblades.

Kelsey spent a second and a half thinking fast. Can’t stop the gorilla falling. Can’t move the truck. No time to turn the crane.

No time . . .

03:45

Kelsey ran towards the front of the truck. She leapt onto the bonnet, ran up the windscreen and climbed onto the top of the shipping container, right where the giant was about to fall.

She ripped off her backpack and started digging through it. There it was—the artefact. A copper boomerang, glowing with mysterious energy. The power to rend spacetime.

At the research lab, Kelsey hadn’t had much time to look at it before she stuffed it into her backpack. But an undercover agent at Blackwell had given her an idea of how it was supposed to work. The trigger controlled the clock. This switch controlled the synchronisation of the device to the earth. That slider changed the radius of the effect, and those dials set the direction. There was a button, too.

The trigger was tipped with a ring, so it could be pulled back or pushed forwards. She put her finger through. It was as cold as ice. A screen lit up, showing the date and time in a string of numbers. Kelsey pulled the trigger. The clock scrolled backwards. A minute. A day. A year. A century.

03:20

The crane groaned as the animal lost its footing. It fell out of the sky like an asteroid, blocking out the sun, ready to end Kelsey’s world.

Kelsey pushed the slider to maximum, twisted the direction dial, and pointed the device upwards. She fought the urge to close her eyes as she pushed the button.

There was a blinding flash, and a deep ZZROP noise. The creature slammed down on top of Kelsey—

And vanished.

Kelsey’s heart skipped a beat. She looked around. Nothing else had changed. She was still crouched on top of the truck. But the giant was gone. She checked the readout on the copper artefact. The giant had been successfully transmitted 142 857 years into the past.

02:55

When she looked up, she saw that the beam of the crane was shorter than before. Half of it had vanished. Presumably it had gone back in time, like the giant. Kelsey wondered how SPII would explain that if a palaeontologist happened to find it.

The important thing was, she’d saved everyone. Even the animal, who would surely be happier in a world without guns and cages.

She returned the artefact to her backpack, and zipped the bag closed.

Moments later, Mercer was in her ear again. ‘What just happened, Agent?’

‘I just proved that the time travel device works,’ Kelsey said. ‘And dealt with the threat. You did train me to do several things at once.’

Mercer sighed. ‘Why do I feel like SPII’s hush money budget is about to be stretched to breaking point?’

‘This is nothing a few pairs of wipe-goggles won’t fix,’ Kelsey said.

01:00

From her vantage point up here, she could see some blue-uniformed security people working their way through the maze of containers towards her. It was time to get out of here.

‘Well, you did save almost everybody,’ Mercer said grudgingly. ‘Good job.’

Kelsey had been climbing down the side of the truck, but now she paused. ‘Almost?’

‘The cargo ship sustained some damage. Some containers fell out and sank. Apparently a kid was trapped in one of them. His name was Zak Webster. We believe he drowned.’

Kelsey felt sick. Oh no.

00:25

‘Not your fault,’ Mercer said. ‘It happened before you got there.’

‘How long before?’

‘Two hours or so. Why?’

Kelsey was already getting the boomerang out of her bag.

‘Kelsey.’ Mercer sounded worried now. ‘What are you doing?’

She pulled the trigger, watching the timecode wind back.

00:00

‘Completing my mission,’ Kelsey said, and pushed the button.
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20:00

Zak looked frantically around the inside of the shipping container. It was full of outdoor furniture: chairs, pots, barbecues. Nothing useful. The water was already lapping at his ankles as the container sank. He could sense the ocean pressing in from outside the walls. Soon he would drown, or be crushed—

Knock, knock.

Zak looked up. It sounded like someone was tapping on the outside of the container. He was fifty metres or more below the surface, but maybe a diver from the Vanguard was here.

Knock-knock-knock! The sound was more urgent now.

19:30

Zak climbed up on top of some lawn furniture. The sound was coming from the doors above his head. But if he opened them, the whole ocean would flood in.

Thunk, thunk. The sound was moving. It was as if someone was climbing down the outside of the sinking container so they could get underneath it.

ZZROP!

19:05

There was a blinding flash, and suddenly Zak wasn’t alone anymore. A girl crashed down into the pile of furniture beside him, causing Zak to lose his balance and topple over. He landed on his back and found himself looking up at the girl, stunned.

‘I’m Kelsey,’ she said. ‘I’m here to help.’

‘Where . . . ?’ Zak said. ‘How . . . ?’

The girl was drenched, but showed no sign that she felt the cold. She had short hair and intense hazel eyes. Her jacket, backpack and leggings all looked grey at first, but seemed to shift through brown to black while he watched, as though they were responding to her environment.

She fiddled with a strange boomerang-shaped object in her hand. It made a sad fizzing sound.

‘Getting through the wall used up the last of the charge,’ Kelsey muttered. ‘Why didn’t you let me in?’

‘Let you in?’ Zak repeated.

Kelsey looked like she was reassessing his intellect. ‘Didn’t you hear me knocking?’

18:30

Zak scrambled to his feet, still baffled. ‘I heard knocking, but I couldn’t open the door. The container would have filled up with water instantly.’

‘Yes, but then I could have used this to get us out of here.’ Kelsey waved the boomerang. ‘Now we’re stuck.’

‘Sorry, who are you?’

‘I’m Kelsey,’ she said again. ‘Listen, Zak. The container is sinking. I figure we have twenty minutes before we hit the ocean floor, and the pressure down there will crush this container like a drink can. We need to be out of here by then. Any ideas?’

‘How do you know my name?’

Kelsey looked angry now. ‘Get it together, Zak! We’re going to die unless we figure this out.’

18:10

‘OK, OK.’ Zak’s mind was racing. It was impossible for this girl to be here, but now wasn’t the time to demand an explanation.

The container creaked ominously around them.

‘I was about to try the barbecue,’ Zak said. ‘Light the gas, use the heat to cut through the bars across the window, swim out.’

‘Why not just open the door?’

‘The hinges are damaged. And it opens outward, so we’d be fighting the pressure.’ Zak realised it had been impossible to let Kelsey in when she knocked. He wanted to point this out, but held in the urge.

Kelsey nodded. ‘OK. How do we ignite the gas?’

‘There should be an igniter built into the barbecue.’ Zak scanned the water lapping around his feet, looking for the submerged barbecue.

‘Wait,’ Kelsey said. ‘You were about to try that? Before I got here?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Then it won’t work.’

‘Why not?’ Zak demanded.

‘It just won’t, OK?’ Kelsey looked up at the doors. ‘We have to try something else.’

‘How do you know it won’t work?’

17:15

‘Because I travelled through time to save you,’ Kelsey snapped. ‘Where I come from—when I come from—you’re already dead. So whatever you did last time, it didn’t work.’

Zak just stared at her. Had she just said she travelled through time? He started to wonder if she might be dangerous. Crazy.

Then again, she had appeared out of nowhere . . . Now Zak started to wonder if he was the crazy one.

‘And it’s too late.’ Kelsey was looking out the window. The ocean was almost black. ‘We’re too far down. If we go out there, we’ll drown.’

Zak crouched down in the water. He could see the barbecue submerged below. Kelsey had said his idea wouldn’t work, but he could at least try.

16:40

He took a deep breath and ducked under the water, grabbing the lid of the barbecue to pull himself down. Soon he found the rubber hose which connected the gas bottle to the burners. He traced that to a screw, which he unwound to release the bottle.

When he came back up for air, Kelsey was staring at him. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Something,’ he said. Rather than nothing. ‘Hold this.’ He passed her the canister and went back down for the igniter.

He found it quickly. A tube with a trigger, designed to create a spark. He hoped it would still work even though it was wet.

15:25

‘This won’t work,’ Kelsey said, when he popped back up. ‘You tried it already, and you died.’

‘Stop saying that,’ Zak snapped. ‘Do you have a better idea?’

‘Bug, call Mercer,’ Kelsey said. ‘Bug!’

She touched her ear. Zak couldn’t see an earpiece. Loony, he thought.

‘Can’t get through,’ she said. ‘I guess because my other earpiece—the earpiece of the other me—is on the same channel.’

‘Right,’ Zak said, not believing her.

‘Wait.’ Kelsey was looking at the igniter in his hand. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s to light the gas.’

‘With electricity, right?’

‘A spark of it, I guess. Why?’

14:00

Kelsey took the igniter. ‘Maybe we can use it to recharge the battery in the time machine.’ She pressed it against the copper boomerang and clicked the trigger, over and over, trying to make a spark.

‘That’s not going to work,’ Zak said.

Kelsey stopped clicking. ‘You’re right. We need more power.’

Zak gritted his teeth. ‘It’s not going to work because that’s not a time machine.’

Kelsey ignored him. ‘We need something else electrical. You look over there, I’ll look over here.’

She spoke with such authority that Zak found himself sloshing around the water, looking for something else with a battery. This is insane, he thought. What am I doing?

13:25

He found his radio, and some solar lamps. Neither one would have enough charge. The water level was creeping higher.

Zak remembered the box he’d seen before, marked FUSION PROTOTYPE—FRAGILE. Maybe something electrical was in there.

He found the box and ripped it open. Beneath the packing foam was a sphere made out of copper mesh, a little larger than a basketball. Zak could see a smaller mesh sphere inside the first one. There was a little steel tube labelled H. A wire traced from the underside of the sphere to a plastic block.

12:50

‘What’s that?’ Kelsey asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Zak said. ‘But it doesn’t look like lawn furniture.’

He looked at the plastic block. The top read, LITHIUM-IRON PHOSPHATE CELL. In Wes’s puzzle game, there was a battery called lithium ion, used in phone and electric cars. Zak hadn’t heard of lithium iron, but he guessed this was—

‘A battery,’ he said. ‘A big one.’

Kelsey peered at it. ‘Perfect!’

She fiddled with the catches on the battery, trying to work out how to get it open.

‘What’s that?’ Zak pointed at the mesh sphere.

Kelsey barely looked at it. ‘Whatever this battery was meant to power, I guess.’

Zak crouched down, examining the apparatus. His eyes grew wide. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s the other way around. This thing is supposed to power the battery.’

11:20

‘That doesn’t make sense.’ Kesley was tapping the wires against the time machine, frustrated. ‘Grr! Not enough charge.’

‘Listen,’ Zak said. ‘I think this is a fusion reactor.’

‘That’s impossible.’

‘It says “Fusion Prototype” right here on the top.’ Zak pointed to the label on the sphere. ‘A fusion reactor would release energy by smashing hydrogen atoms together. If we could get it started—’

‘I know what a fusion reactor is,’ Kelsey said. ‘No-one has ever built one that works. They all consume more power than they produce.’

‘Well, someone thought this would work,’ Zak said. ‘Look at the way they hooked up the battery. The battery is supposed to start the reaction, and then the reaction is supposed to power the battery.’

10:45

Kelsey still looked extremely doubtful. ‘You really think this “fusion reactor” might generate enough energy to charge the time machine and take us back to before the container sank?’

‘I think the fusion reactor is the least unlikely part of what you just said.’

She ran a hand through her short hair. The water was getting deeper and deeper around them. The container groaned ominously.

‘No time to try anything else,’ Zak said.

Kelsey looked grim. ‘OK. How do we switch it on?’

Zak was already reattaching the battery to the mesh cage. ‘This sphere needs a positive charge, and the one on the inside needs a negative—’

‘Can you hurry up?!’

09:05

‘I’m working as fast as I can!’ A battery-based puzzle game and some YouTube videos about fusion reactors hadn’t made Zak an expert. But there were only two wires and one switch. The designer might be a genius, but he or she had made the device idiot-proof.

Zak flicked the switch on the battery. Nothing happened.

‘What’s wrong?’ Kelsey asked.

‘Hold on.’ Panicked, Zak checked the wires again. Cathode, anode, both in place. His eyes fell on the cylinder marked H. Of course! The reactor wouldn’t work unless it had some hydrogen atoms to smash.

He twisted the valve. A faint hissing filled the air. He placed the cylinder under the sphere, so the leaking hydrogen would rise up through the mesh. Immediately a dazzling light appeared in the centre of the smaller sphere.

08:20

‘Fusion!’ he whispered. His voice came out high and squeaky. The broken hydrogen atoms were re-forming as helium in the air. It was working!

The light got brighter and brighter. Soon Zak couldn’t look directly at it. The water beneath him sparkled. The steel walls of the container glowed.

‘Wait,’ Kelsey said. Her voice was squeaky too. ‘Doesn’t hydrogen explode?’

Zak opened his mouth to tell her that the reactor wouldn’t ignite the hydrogen, just smash it.

07:55

BOOM! The shockwave was deafening inside the container. Zak and Kelsey were thrown backwards against the wall. Half the seawater in the container was vaporised, filling the air with a glittering mist. And still the light was getting brighter. The fusion reaction was getting out of control.

‘Quick!’ Zak yelled. He could hardly hear himself. ‘Unplug the battery and plug in the time machine!’

Kelsey reached for the reactor, but it was already lifting off the pile of junk. It floated up above their heads, made buoyant by the hydrogen and helium fusing inside.

‘I can’t get to it!’ she shouted.

Zak jumped, but he couldn’t reach the reactor either. It drifted up and up, like a rising sun . . .

And then it hit the ceiling.

06:35

As soon as the copper mesh touched the steel, the whole container lurched upwards. Zak lost his balance and crashed down into the water. Kelsey fell on top of him.

The container had stopped sinking—it was rising back up towards the surface, faster and faster. Zak could feel the movement in his gut. It was like riding a lift in a skyscraper, shooting towards the top floor. The humming and crackling got louder and louder.

Kelsey scrambled off him. ‘What’s happening?’

‘Don’t touch the walls! The reactor has electrified them.’ Zak was figuring it out as he spoke. ‘It’s turned the container into a giant electromagnet!’

‘So where are we going?!’

‘Towards the closest giant metal thing—the cargo ship. Hold on to something!’

05:10

They couldn’t touch the walls, so Zak grabbed one side of the barbecue, and Kelsey clung to the other. It was the heaviest thing in the container, so it was shaking around less than everything else. Fortunately the electricity didn’t seem to be flowing through it, or through the water around them. Zak guessed that steel was a better conductor than saltwater.

The container wasn’t going straight up. It was starting to tip over. The smashed furniture shifted under Zak like a landslide.

04:55

‘What’s happening?’ Kelsey yelled.

The container was hurtling sideways through the ocean. The cargo ship must not be directly above them anymore. Zak was about to say this when the barbecue started sliding towards the electrified wall.

‘Watch out!’ he cried.

Kelsey slammed her rubber-soled combat boots against the wall. Zak did the same with his sneakers. The electricity didn’t go through their shoes, but now they were stuck holding up the barbecue so it didn’t touch the wall. Zak’s arms burned under the strain, but Kelsey didn’t look like she was struggling.

‘I can’t hold on!’ Zak wheezed.

03:25

There was a calamitous bang as the container slammed into the hull of the cargo ship. Everything went flying. The dazzling light from the fusion reactor died instantly, and there was a second boom as the remaining hydrogen exploded.

Zak hurtled through the darkness and hit the electrified wall, touching it with his bare hands . . .

But nothing happened. The reactor had stopped, so there was no current.

‘Kelsey?’ he called. ‘Are you OK?’

A voice from somewhere to his right: ‘I’m all right.’

02:05

As Zak’s eyes adjusted, he saw light coming from the container doors. It looked like the exploding reactor had melted the doors and sheared a hole through the hull of the ship. The magnetism was gone, but the hydrogen and helium were keeping the container afloat, pushing it against the hull—for now.

They both scrambled across the debris towards the hole. The hot metal scorched Zak’s hands as he clambered through. Kelsey followed.

Zak found himself back in the cargo hold of the ship, where he’d started. It felt like a lifetime ago.

01:20

He turned in time to see the container fall off the side of the hull, like a barnacle scraped loose by the tide. It disappeared beneath the surface of the waves.

Despite the hole, the ship didn’t seem to be sinking. Zak peered out, and saw the wharf. They were docked. Safe at last.

‘Wow,’ he said. ‘Wes isn’t going to believe this.’

‘You can’t tell him,’ Kelsey said. ‘Put these on.’

Zak turned around, and saw she was unfolding a pair of sunglasses. They had some kind of special laser attachment on the top, like they were designed to have information beamed onto the lenses.

Zak put them on. ‘Cool,’ he said uncertainly. ‘What are these?’

‘They’re called wipe-goggles.’ Kelsey was holding a small remote. ‘You saved our lives back there. I’m sorry about this.’

‘Sorry about—’

00:00

She pushed the button on the remote. The lenses of the sunglasses began to flicker—

[image: Image]

‘Gah!’ Zak sat up. He was lying on concrete, surrounded by towers of shipping containers. This was the port. How had he gotten here?

‘Zak!’ Wes was crouched next to him. ‘Thank God you’re OK.’

‘Wes!’ Zak hugged him fiercely. He’d never been so relieved to see his best friend.

‘I thought you were a goner!’ Wes said. ‘How did you escape from that shipping container?’

Zak hesitated. How had he gotten out? He remembered sloshing through the water, looking for a barbecue, and then . . . and then what?

Something moved in the corner of his eye, distracting him. Zak thought it was a short-haired girl in a grey suit, holding a boomerang.

But he must have imagined it, because when he turned to look, she wasn’t there.
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