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For those waiting behind the door…


— CHAPTER 1 —
SECRETS OF THE SPHINX

The stifling heat was the first thing Sean Livingstone noticed when he stepped off the plane. It made his clothes feel heavy and cumbersome as he wheeled his suitcase through Cairo’s bustling airport. It was the first time he had travelled alone, and being in a foreign country filled him with excitement and trepidation. While most of his school friends were going to the beach or visiting relatives, he was travelling across the world to the tombs of the ancient Egyptians.

Expecting his dad to be there to greet him was wishful thinking, but it was still disappointing not to see his face in the crowd of strangers. Henry Livingstone was a world-renowned archaeologist – and now the busiest in Egypt after making a fresh discovery on the Giza Plateau.

Sean was proud of his dad’s career, but regretted it had come at the expense of a normal family life.

A short stocky man sporting a thick moustache and chequered woolen pullover emerged from the crowd. Sean recognised him as Asad, a member of his dad’s excavation team. The Egyptian greeted him rather brusquely, collected his suitcase, and marched off. Sean hustled to keep up, amazed at how the man could wear such warm clothes and not even break a sweat.

A crowd of taxi drivers circled the arrivals exit like vultures, picking off unsuspecting tourists for their next big fare. Asad dragged Sean through the mob to a dusty, beat-up 4WD, loaded his suitcase into the rear door, and forcefully nudged his way into the heavy flow of traffic jostling to leave the airport.

Sean watched in fascination as Asad hollered a steady diatribe of Arabic abuse at the erratic drivers. He turned to Sean and his demeanor changed, now a polite, soft-spoken man. ‘Sorry for the delay, Mr. Livingstone, the traffic is –’

A motorbike swerved abruptly in front of them and Asad pulled hard on the steering wheel to avoid a collision.

Sean smiled to himself. Being called Mr. Livingstone made him sound important, reminding him that this trip was an adventure.

The experience of driving through Cairo was harrowing. There appeared to be no traffic lanes. Cars, buses, trucks, and small, three-wheeled tuk tuk taxis fought for their place on the road. Horns blared. Music pumped through open windows. Vehicles squeezed together, bumper to bumper in an endless flow. The moment the traffic slowed, pedestrians appeared out of nowhere, adeptly navigating their way through the chaos. Sean was scared to look, convinced Asad was going to knock them over.

The traffic eventually dispersed and they gained some speed. As the buildings and billboards cleared, Sean glimpsed the Great Pyramid of Khufu through the haze of pollution. His heart quickened with excitement. The size of the structure was even more astonishing in real life. ‘Wow!’ he said breathlessly.

‘Impressive…huh?’ Asad said. ‘What do you know about the Great Pyramid?’

Sean grinned. He’d found it hard to concentrate at school leading up to the trip, but less than a week before, he’d presented an extensive talk on Egypt to his class and was more than ready for Asad’s challenge. ‘The pyramid’s one of the largest structures on Earth. It’s over 137 metres high and 230 metres long and made from millions of tons of limestone and granite blocks. The pyramid’s named after the Pharaoh Khufu, but no body, sarcophagus, or treasures have ever been found inside – not even one hieroglyph.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Oh, yeah. You know, the pyramid actually has eight concaved sides. They’re only visible from the sky two days of the year – during the equinox. It’s also built in the centre of the Earth’s landmass, and after thousands of years, is still the most accurately aligned structure on the planet to face true north – better than anything we can build today. It’s crazy!’

‘Very interesting. So you want to be an archaeologist like your father?’

‘Sort of – I want to be an astro-archaeologist.’

Asad glanced around, raising a curious eyebrow. ‘Astro-archaeologist?’

‘Yeah, I love astronomy. I want to learn more about ancient cultures and their relationships with the stars.’

‘Ahh, then you’ve come to the right place. The ancient Egyptians were very interested in the stars. Have you been to Egypt before?’

‘Yes, but I was very young. I can’t remember much. I’ve been living with my aunt in Australia for the last ten years.’

‘So you haven’t seen much of your father, then.’

‘Not really,’ Sean replied with a hint of regret. His dad’s career had once taken them to some of the most remote, exotic places on Earth. While his dad excavated tombs and archaeological sites, his mum Juliette sketched and painted watercolours of the places they visited. But everything tragically changed when Juliette was killed on an expedition in Africa. Sean had just turned five, and his memories of the incident were non-existent. From that point forward, his dad immersed himself in his work and placed him in the care of his aunt. The dusty trails he’d forged into the far corners of the Earth were no place for a child.

Sean recalled many long nights lying in bed, staring at the pictures his mother had painted. They were merely a foggy window into his past, and the only connection to a family life he was finding harder to remember.

A thick cloud of dust engulfed their 4WD and they swerved to avoid a train of camels. Sean gripped his pack a little tighter as Asad seemed to be driving a lot faster than necessary. The road turned and the full breadth of the Giza Plateau lay before them, revealing the Sphinx and the two smaller pyramids of Khafre and Menkaure.

‘Are we running late?’ Sean asked.

‘Didn’t your father tell you about the discovery?’

‘No! He said he had something to talk to me about… What is it? What’d they find?’

‘A passage leading under the Sphinx. Not big enough for a man, but perfect for Juliette. When I left to pick you up, they were lowering her inside.’

‘Wow! That’s awesome. I’ve been helping Dad fine-tune Juliette IV over the Internet for weeks.’

‘Really?’ Asad said, sounding genuinely impressed.

‘I controlled the robot from my bedroom in Australia, with video and audio feeds straight to my computer. I helped sort out glitches and stuff in the programming.’

‘An amazing way to consider archaeology – not even being in the country you’re exploring. How old are you, Mr. Livingstone?’

‘I turned fifteen a week ago.’

‘You’re very smart for someone so young.’

Sean smiled to himself. In the short trip, he’d grown to like Asad. ‘Have you worked with my dad for long?’

‘Since he brought the first robot here seven years ago.’

Sean felt envious. He’d wanted to join his dad’s robot-based expeditions for years. The current model, Juliette Mark IV, was specifically designed to explore the mysterious shafts that began inside the main burial chamber and reached up into the interior of the Great Pyramid. The shafts were too small for a person to explore, and of all the archaeologists to venture into the pyramid, none had ever been able to explain their true purpose. His dad was convinced the shafts were the key to unlocking the secrets of the pyramid.

Although they weren’t exploring the shafts as Sean had hoped, the legends of what could be hidden under the Sphinx were just as exciting as any secrets the pyramids might hold.

Their 4WD pulled to a stop in the tourist car park and Sean was out the door before Asad could engage the handbrake. He hurried past the throngs of tourists milling to take photos of the monuments. The late afternoon sun was already casting deep shadows over the nose-less, pockmarked face of the Sphinx. To Sean, it always looked out of proportion – the head too small for the body, as though it had been an afterthought and carved later. He flashed his identification badge to the armed guard and entered the fenced area that was off limits to the public.

Sean felt the overwhelming urge to touch the things he’d only read about and approached the side of the Sphinx with awe. He placed his hand on the rough sandstone and walked along the left paw to the front of the Sphinx. A large makeshift tent had been erected, under which a team of archeologists and technicians huddled around two monitors watching a live video feed from Juliette IV. The nervous feeling in his stomach intensified as he tried to find his dad in the crowd. Even though they kept in constant touch, it had been a year since he’d seen him face to face.

Sean timidly pushed his way through the crowd to find his dad front and centre. He was unshaven, with a rugged tan and a few extra wrinkles; standing there, his dad watched the monitors like a child full of wonder.

A cheer arose from everyone around him, drawing Sean’s attention to the monitor. The small robot far below in the bedrock was transmitting a pixelated image of a rough, hand-dug tunnel that transformed into a perfectly smooth surface. The screen flickered with interference.

Henry turned with a concerned look to the man sitting at the controls, William Hopkins. He was handsome, athletically broad-shouldered, and way too large for the undersized camp chair squeaking beneath him. William had been on every one of his dad’s expeditions for as long as Sean could remember, and always enjoyed being the centre of attention.

‘Something wrong?’ Henry asked.

William manipulated the controls and the image stabilised. ‘No, we’re all good.’

His dad drew a breath of relief and looked up to see him. He smiled warmly and stretched out his hand. Sean pushed through the crowd to join him.

‘Fifteen years old…and you’re practically a man,’ Henry said, taking in his appearance. There was a glimmer of sadness in his gaze.

Sean was aware that his slight build and dark wavy hair reminded his dad of himself at the same age, but his deep green eyes had definitely been inherited from his mother.

‘Sorry I couldn’t meet you at the airport. How was your trip?’

‘Good. It was good,’ Sean said, feeling uncomfortable having the conversation in front of the entire excavation team. He diverted their attention to the monitors. ‘What did you find?’

Henry beamed, clearly unable to hide his burgeoning enthusiasm. ‘I didn’t want to tell you too much in case it was nothing, but three days ago, there was an earthquake. It split the bedrock under the Sphinx just enough to get Juliette inside,’ he said, pointing to a large crack under the paw. A sturdy electric winch was positioned over the fissure to support the umbilical cord that connected their computers to the robot. ‘And guess what? It opens up into a huge cavern.’

Sean edged in front of the monitor. ‘That’s unbelievable!’

William sported him a hasty, sidelong glance. ‘I’d give you a hug, kid, but I’m controlling two hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of robot. I crash it, your dad bills me.’

‘If you crash it, I’ll kill you!’ Sean retorted with a grin. ‘I wanna see it in action.’

Sean noticed a female team member edge through the crowd to stand on the other side of his dad. Her dusty, disheveled look could hardly disguise the fact she was beautiful, with clear olive skin and long, flowing brown hair. She smiled at him with a strangely expectant gaze, and from the corner of his eye he could see his dad squeeze her hand.

It was a slight, tender gesture that signified a more intimate connection between them.

For Sean, the damage was instant. He suddenly felt like the outsider. This woman was more than just a member of the team – she was his father’s girlfriend. It was a shock that was hard to stomach, and one that made his mum feel like even more of a distant memory.

‘You’ve arrived just in time to witness the discovery of the century,’ William announced confidently.

You’re not wrong! Sean thought, trying hard not to look in his dad’s direction.

‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,’ Henry said.

William winked playfully at Sean. He was like an uncle he never had, and his American accent reminded Sean of their expeditions when his mother was alive. He always took the time to explain the tiniest, most mundane details about their work and his quick-witted humour was a nice counterweight to his more serious, work-obsessed dad.

William’s infectious enthusiasm was shared by the team.

The image on the monitor was difficult to distinguish, but it was evidence they’d discovered something unique. For years, archaeologists debated about what could lay hidden under the Sphinx. Sean had researched the subject at length and believed a legendary library known as the Hall of Records was waiting to be discovered. It was an extreme theory that people from Atlantis built the pyramids and Sphinx to store the history of their race after their continent sank into the ocean.

Sean knew that for an archaeologist, this was just fanciful conjecture, and posing any serious thought on the matter would bring stern condemnation from his father. Regardless, he’d become a firm believer that the Egyptians were not responsible for building the Great Pyramid or the Sphinx – a belief he kept to himself.

Far below in the subterranean bedrock, Juliette IV whirred around like a visitor on an alien planet. Her stark LED lights illuminated a mirrored surface, instantly overexposing the transmitted image in a flash of white.

‘Whoa!’ William exclaimed. ‘What’s that?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Henry said, leaning in and adjusting the monitor.

‘Dim the LEDs by sixty per cent,’ Sean said. ‘They’re blowing out the camera optics.’

‘You got it,’ William said, dimming the luminance controls.

The image cleared, revealing a highly polished granite wall with a paper-thin slit down the centre. William pulled back on the joystick and the view tilted up to display a huge pair of doors covered in strange inscriptions. They were unlike anything Sean had ever seen; possibly a new form of writing, or hieroglyphics. He noticed William’s hands trembling on the controls, then the smile on his dad’s face.

‘What next?’ Sean asked.

Henry stalled and stared at the monitors with a concerned look. Sean realised the next step was not going to be so easy. The bureaucratic and political implications of their discovery were huge. Convincing the Egyptian government to allow them to dig a man-sized hole down to the doors would be a near-impossible task. It had taken his dad years of negotiation to be able to work this close to the Sphinx, and every step of the way he’d battled with the Egyptian Minister of Antiquities, Caliph Aziz. Gaining permits and work orders had been a daily chore for his dad and strongly implied that Caliph wanted him to leave the country empty-handed.

Henry’s eyes shifted to the rear of the crowd. Sean followed his gaze and glimpsed a tall Egyptian man hovering behind the excavation team. He recognised his thin, ominously drawn features. It was Caliph! The minister scowled and rushed away, disappearing into the shadow of the Sphinx.

‘Dad?’ Sean asked, still waiting for an answer.

‘That’s enough for one day,’ Henry said. ‘Let’s all sleep on it.’ The archaeological team applauded. ‘Please, thank you,’ he said, raising his hands. ‘Honestly, we couldn’t have come this far if it hadn’t been for each one of you here today. I believe we’ve made an amazing discovery, one that will silence many years of debate. I’ve always looked upon the Sphinx as the great keeper of time, majestically guarding its secrets for millennia – that is, until now. This is where we as archaeologists must remember we’re not here for treasure, fame, or glory. We’re here to further our knowledge. Our future as a human race relies on an understanding of our past. My friends, regardless of where these doors take us, the adventure has already begun.’

William placed an arm around Henry. ‘Well said, buddy. But none of us would be here if it wasn’t for you.’

Henry encouraged Sean to stand in front of him. ‘Everyone, this is my son, Sean. He’ll be with us for the next month.’

Sean tried to edge out of sight, but William tugged him back into view.

‘Don’t be shy, kid,’ William whispered, and with a louder voice, addressed the group. ‘Henry may not have mentioned it, but Sean’s become somewhat of a respected astro-archaeologist. If you need to know how the stars have changed in the last three thousand –’

‘Ten thousand,’ Sean corrected him.

‘Sorry, make that ten thousand years – then this is your man. We all know how dependent on the celestial heavens the ancient Egyptians were. If Sean was there, he could’ve predicted the past, present, and future night skies. Hell, with that kind of power, he could’ve been Pharaoh.’

The group clapped and laughed.

William pulled Sean aside. ‘Seriously, kid, you’re a genius, and your dad’s proud – more than you might realise.’

Sean glanced over to his dad, who was already deep in conversation with his team, then back to the image of the mysterious doors waiting to be opened.

‘What do you think’s behind the doors?’ Sean asked.

William grinned madly. ‘The paycheck for our next expedition!’ They both laughed. ‘Come on. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping.’

As they walked off, Sean noticed the woman standing beside his dad. The sight of them holding hands was seared into his conscience and he finally understood the real reason his dad brought him to Egypt.

He trudged on with a heavy heart, realising this would be far from the adventure he had expected. 


— CHAPTER 2 —
THE PHARAOH’S CROWN

Deep in the bustling heart of Cairo, a black BMW with tinted windows approached a set of sturdy iron gates. They were part of a huge wall encompassing an elegant, upper-class estate complete with razor wire, security cameras, and armed guards. Caliph leant out the car window to greet the guard, who nodded and opened the gates.

The car followed a line of date palms up to the house. Caliph jumped out and rushed past a row of hushed servants waiting at the entrance. He darted down the long polished granite halls, past cabinets of priceless Egyptian antiquities, to arrive at a pair of ancient cedar doors protected by two guards.

The guards promptly opened the doors to an opulent library. Massive bookcases dominated both sides of the room, each one filled with hundreds of first editions and rare manuscripts. Caliph walked between the two five-metre-high sandstone statues of Ramses the Great guarding the entrance, his focus trained on the slender figure standing in front of the fireplace at the far end of the library – Azar Hawati.

Azar was an Egyptian billionaire, entrepreneur, and industrialist. With no aspirations to become embroiled in hectic politics, Azar was content to remain behind the scenes, manipulating events when he felt the need. He had the money, connections, and persuasion to do whatever he liked. Many believed he possessed more power than the Egyptian Prime Minister.

Azar’s antique collection rivaled many of the world’s great museums, obtained from self-funded excavations and auction houses where he had the fortune to outbid even the wealthiest countries. Azar’s connections to the black market were just as strong – he could procure items that never appeared at auction; antiquities that many Egyptologists thought no longer existed.

Caliph stopped at the ornate desk that separated them. ‘I sent you an uplink of the discovery from Henry’s robot. He’s made no official announcement yet. What do you want to do?’

Azar stoked the fire and stared deeply into the glowing embers, seemingly ignoring Caliph’s question. He looked immaculate in his designer suit, slicked-back hair, and perfect, needle-thin moustache. His gold watch glistened as he worked the fire. When he spoke, his voice was soft and calm. ‘Three thousand years ago, the Egyptian empire was the mightiest on Earth. Our civilisation thrived for three millennia and built the greatest monuments the world’s ever seen. They repelled invaders, survived plagues, famine…and to what end?’ Azar stoked the embers more aggressively, causing mini-firestorms to erupt and die in the draft of the chimney. ‘To be lost – consumed by the sands of time.’

Azar placed the poker aside and turned.

Caliph straightened. Officially, he was an employee of the Egyptian government, but he really answered to Azar. His position was more than just a curator and often required him to operate illegally to get the job done. Azar took advantage of this trait, using his deadly hand on more occasions than even Caliph would like to admit.

‘Please, Caliph, join me on a journey back in time.’

Caliph followed Azar up a cramped wooden spiral staircase onto a first floor landing overlooking the library.

‘Ramses the Great ruled for sixty-seven years; one of our most prolific Pharaohs. Yet, even with all the power of Egypt behind him, his attempts at achieving immortality proved futile. His tombs were robbed, his mummified body desecrated. Where’s his legacy now?’

Caliph was bemused, unsure when to reply.

Azar turned to a bookcase and pulled a blank, uncut key from a chain around his neck. ‘I’m about to show you something only a handful of people on this planet know about.’

Azar pushed one of the books aside, exposing a tiny slot with a flashing red light. He inserted the key and it flickered green. The whir of motors reverberated through the bookcase.

Caliph stepped back as the bookcase shifted forward and parted in the centre, revealing a hidden vault lined with glass cabinets. Downlights illuminated the enclosed treasures with a heavenly glow. Caliph stood dead-still. Eight golden death masks from long-dead Pharaohs stared back at him, each one rivalling the beauty and craftsmanship of the famous mask of Tutankhamen. He walked between the treasures, visually devouring the intricate inscriptions on each one. ‘This is unbelievable!’

At the rear of the vault, one cabinet remained in shadow. Even without the spotlight, Caliph could tell what sat behind the darkened glass.

‘It-it can’t be…’ he stammered.

The spotlight brightened, illuminating an elegant pearlescent-coloured crown. It was styled in the classic elongated shape and adorned with two cobras, representing the upper and lower Kingdoms of Egypt. Never in history had a Pharaoh’s crown been discovered, yet right here before him sat the fabled crown.

Azar pushed a button and the glass cabinet opened with a hiss of depressurizing air.

‘This crown was passed from Pharaoh to Pharaoh, down through two thousand years of history,’ Azar said, lifting the priceless object from its stand. ‘I made the discovery eight months ago.’

Caliph accepted the crown with trembling hands. ‘It’s beautiful!’ He noticed faint engravings on the surface of the crown. ‘These markings – they’re not Egyptian. Where did you find this?’

‘In a sunken temple in the delta, buried twenty metres below the sand. Everything else in the tomb was destroyed, yet the crown was in perfect condition. There’s only one other place where markings like these have been discovered.’

‘Under the Sphinx!’ Caliph remarked.

‘I had your uplink from Henry’s robot digitally enhanced – the inscriptions match the ones on the crown.’

Caliph felt thirty-seven years of research wiped away in an instant. Of all the countless hours he’d spent in cramped, dusty tombs all over Egypt, he’d never seen anything like these. The inscriptions were more like Sumerian cuneiform script, or some kind of computer code, made up from lines and dots in unique combinations.

Azar took the crown from Caliph. ‘The ancients believed their Pharaoh was god on Earth and had all the powers of an immortal being. I believe he did, in a real, physical form.’ He turned the crown upside down and reached inside.

‘What are you doing?’ Caliph asked.

Azar remained silent. A strange, high-pitched sound filled the vault. Caliph looked around. The cabinets began to vibrate. A cool blue light swathed the room. Caliph turned to discover the crown was glowing, illuminating Azar’s face with a ghost-like hue.

He made the sign against evil and stepped back. ‘What is this?’

‘The Pharaohs of ancient Egypt were mortal, but they possessed a secret – a force so powerful they were able to build the greatest civilisation the world’s ever seen.’ Azar moved towards Caliph. ‘You must touch it, become a part of the power. Then you’ll understand what must be done.’

Faint, mesmerising waves of energy passed over the crown like a miniature ocean. They were beautiful, magical. Entranced, Caliph reached to touch it. As the crown changed hands, the energy shifted to the new owner, washing over Caliph like waves in a warm ocean. His arms tingled. The sensation travelled to his head, consuming his mind. He closed his eyes, allowing the feeling to devour him. All at once, he was filled with contentment, pleasure, and happiness – an indescribable sensation that connected him to everything.

Azar snatched the crown away, wrenching him from the perfect, blissful state. Caliph swayed on his feet, completely disoriented. It was like waking from a spiritual, near-death experience – one that was utterly intoxicating and instantly life-changing.

He needed to feel it again.

‘The secret to this power lies beyond those doors, Caliph. It belongs to the Egyptian people. We will be a mighty civilisation once again. We’ll drive the foreign invaders from our lands and rebuild Egypt to its former glory. But first, you must stop Henry Livingstone from entering those doors.’

‘How?’ Caliph gasped, still coming down from his high.

Azar deactivated the crown and placed it back in the case. ‘This power will stay with you for a short time and imbue you with abilities you never imagined possible.’ Azar walked outside the vault to a desk on the landing. He touched the power cord of a lamp, transferring the energy from his hand up the cable. The light bulb flickered to life and burned brightly.

‘With control, this power can be transferred into any object. Touch the stone artifact on the desk there.’

Caliph tentatively placed his hand on the small carving of Anubis. His fingers tingled and the energy pulsed from his living flesh onto the artifact. ‘It’s vibrating!’

‘Keep your hand on it,’ Azar insisted. ‘Control the stone – feel it crumble.’

Caliph concentrated on the stone and the energy intensified. His hand burned. The artifact exploded with a crack, showering them with dust. He stared at his hand in astonishment. ‘We have the power of gods!’

‘Now you understand. This force will change the world. Use it to close the opening beneath the Sphinx, then destroy all evidence of their discovery.’

‘Of course,’ Caliph said, ‘the Livingstone Expedition will end tonight.’ 


— CHAPTER 3 —
DIFFERENT POINT OF VIEW

Sean pressed his bare feet into the warm sand and absorbed the view. The sweeping dune afforded him the perfect vantage point of the three pyramids and the Sphinx, all set beneath a twilight sky awash with brilliant stars.

The discovery had taken precedence over everything and he was yet to spend any quality time with his dad. He was just as excited as everyone else, but he wanted his dad to himself. There was a great deal of affection in their family once, but with his mum’s death, it’d been years since Sean had felt undivided attention from him.

They never talked about her death. Sean knew he was present when she died, but had no recollection of the events. It was as if his mind had deliberately hidden the memories in his subconscious. The question of what happened had eaten away at him for years. Was he somehow responsible? Even though he was only five at the time, could he have done anything to help?

He took an exasperated breath and slumped back on the sand, wondering how he could ever start such a delicate conversation with his dad. With this new woman in his dad’s life, the whole thing seemed more difficult than ever. It muddied everything and made it so much harder.

‘Watch out for scorpions,’ Henry said, his voice carrying softly over the dunes.

Sean sat up as his dad joined him. ‘The ancient Egyptians used to have a spell to keep scorpions out of their beds at night. You settle in okay?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Henry said, looking out to the plateau. ‘What are you doing out here?’

Sean swallowed hard. He felt like his throat was closing in. It was the perfect opening to ask about his mum; but instead, as always, he took the safe option and pulled his tablet from his backpack. ‘I’ve finished the code for my Genesis app.’

‘Wow! How does it work?’

Sean activated the program and it rendered a mirror image of the night sky. ‘It can map and calculate the stars for the last twenty thousand years, and…’ Sean said, his voice trailing off. Inside, he was annoyed at himself for wimping out by using his work to avoid speaking about his mum.

‘Well, are you going to show me?’ Henry asked.

Sean didn’t even realise he’d stopped speaking. He did his best to ignore his frustration and focused on the tablet. ‘I created a plug-in specifically for the Sphinx and Giza Plateau. The GPS maps our location and Genesis recreates the stars as we see them from our position. There’s other apps that map stars and stuff, but mine’s different.’

‘How’s that?’

Sean pressed the date and dragged it to the left. The numbers rolled back and the stars raced across the screen. ‘I can take us back three thousand years – to the time of the Pharaohs. Genesis will show us a night sky like they would have seen.’

‘And why were the stars in different positions then?’

‘Because the Earth’s on a wobbly axis. It’s called “precession”; over the years, it changes our view of the solar system.’

‘That’s great work, buddy. You should be working for NASA.’

‘Thanks.’

‘What made you want to create something like Genesis?’

‘I guess I…I wanted to confirm some theories.’

‘About what?’

‘The true age of the Sphinx and the pyramids.’

‘Really?’ Henry said, a hint of scepticism in his voice.

Sean felt the pressure of his father’s academic weight bearing down on him. It was a force to be reckoned with. Pitching wild conjecture was like throwing kerosene on a fire. His dad could flare up with a barrage of archaeological evidence, immediately silencing anything he had to say. His stomach turned as the words left his mouth.

‘You know, some people think the Sphinx displays signs of water damage. But there hasn’t been that kind of heavy rain here for at least ten thousand years. Archaeologists say the Sphinx is only three thousand years old. So, it got me thinking. What if the Sphinx is much older than three thousand years?’

‘Okay, Sean, I’ve investigated that as well, but the problem is… Ten thousand years ago there was no civilisation organised or advanced enough to build such a monument. They were just small tribes, fifteen to twenty people at most. Who are you suggesting built it, a bunch of hunter-gatherers?’

‘No, that’s not what I’m thinking, but there’s clues about when these people were here. They’re all around us. Look, the layout of the entire Giza Plateau matches the sky at a much earlier time.’ Sean adjusted the parameters of the program another seven thousand years. ‘Here we go, 10,500 BC, and look where the Sphinx is pointed – directly at the constellation of Leo. If you overlay an image of the night sky on the plateau, the Milky Way matches the Nile and the three pyramids align with the three stars in Orion’s Belt. Someone built all of this. Not just to show us they were here, but when they were here.’

Henry rubbed his chin heavily. ‘Yeah, I’ve heard all this before… But what we have is a Sphinx, the body of a lion and the head of a man. It’s not a true lion at all. Is it?’

‘But it might have been a lion originally. The head’s too small for the body, as if the Pharaohs found it and changed it in their image. The ancient Egyptians believed their gods came from the stars. What if they really did?’

‘It’s a big leap, even for you, Sean.’

‘But why were the ancients so obsessed with stars? Each shaft inside the Great Pyramid lines up with a star. Sirius, Ursa Minor, Alpha Draconis, and Zeta Orionis. You already know Sirius was important to the ancient Egyptians – they believed Osiris came from there. And now we know it’s a stellar nursery where stars are born.’

‘Okay, I’ll admit that’s interesting.’

‘And in 1862, French astronomers discovered Sirius B, but there’s a tribe in West Africa that migrated from Egypt who already knew about the star way before then.’

Henry nodded. ‘You mean the Dogon tribe?’

‘Yeah. They’ve known about Sirius B for thousands of years. They say their gods came from there – all that stuff about mixing their DNA with ours to create the first human being.

‘Be careful, Sean – old superstitions hyped up by conspiracy theorists.’

‘But if the Dogon didn’t have telescopes, how could they know about Sirius B?’

‘Sure, that’s true, but I’ve heard these ancient alien theories before and they’re not just associated with the Dogon.’

‘I know. The Sumerians believed they were visited by an alien race called the Annunaki. There’s so much of it – from the Bible, right across the world. In every culture, there are accounts of contact with a higher power. What if the Sphinx was built by people with some great, secret knowledge…like Atlantis?’

‘Look… Sean, you’re a smart kid. The things you’ve done here, I’d never be able to do. But you need to channel your skills and knowledge into something practical, instead of chasing myths and legends.’

‘What about your discovery? Isn’t that part of the myth? Doesn’t that prove these theories are worth chasing?’

‘We don’t know what we’re looking at yet, and that doesn’t mean we jump straight into the wildest theories possible. The academic world would tear you to shreds if you ever tried to prove the myth of Atlantis, or some kind of ancient alien contact.’

Sean sighed; he was fighting an impossible battle. His dad was clearly cemented in academia, but he still had one more card up his sleeve. He closed Genesis and opened up a folder called Delta Discovery. ‘There’s something you need to see… I wanted to show you in person.’

‘Go on,’ Henry said.

‘A week ago I discovered a story on a conspiracy website.’

Henry let out an exasperated breath.

‘No, wait. Look at these photos. Just after I downloaded them, the website was shut down. It was like they didn’t want anyone to know.’

Sean swiped through the photographs. Each one was taken with a long lens, depicting remnants of a temple covered in a glistening green slime, giving the excavation an alien look.

His father’s look of irritation transformed to intrigue. ‘This was in Egypt’s delta?’

‘Yeah. Look at the algae. The entire thing was submerged under water for millennia! They found something they didn’t want anyone to know about… Didn’t they?’

‘I don’t know… I’m not familiar with this temple.’

Sean stopped on a photograph of a man holding a crown and zoomed in. ‘I thought it might’ve been a hoax, but why go to all the effort?’

‘It can’t be,’ Henry gasped.

‘Is it a Pharaoh’s crown? It is, isn’t it?’

Henry stared at the image without saying anything, then traced the crown with his finger. ‘In nearly three thousand years of Egyptian archaeology, a Pharaoh’s crown has never been found.’

‘Until now!’ Sean said.

‘A week ago I was in London, securing financing for our latest excavation. Maybe that’s why I didn’t know anything about this…’

Sean enlarged the image to focus on a well-dressed man standing over the team of diggers, giving orders as they pulled items from the excavation. ‘Isn’t that –’

‘Azar Hawati!’ Henry exclaimed.

‘What’s he doing there?’

‘I don’t know, but Azar was a last-minute investor in our excavation. He never said anything about a discovery in the delta.’ Henry pointed to a symbol etched into the stone pillar behind Azar – the same angular style from the doors under the Sphinx. ‘There’s the real reason he helped us out.’

 ‘Is that bad?’

‘It makes me wonder what he’s up to. If he already knows about these symbols, then what else is he hiding?’

Sean flicked onto the last image, a wide shot of the excavation area showing massive inflatable barriers erected around the site. ‘Look. They even pushed back the ocean to clear the site.’

Henry shook his head. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it. The money and time invested in a project of this magnitude makes ours look cheap. The Egyptian government never officially announced anything about an excavation in the delta region, but if this photo is genuine… The evidence is overwhelming. This is a complex project, bigger than anything I’ve ever considered attempting.’

‘Are the symbols from an undiscovered culture?’ Sean asked.

‘I’m not sure yet. I don’t know what to think,’ Henry said. ‘I bet you’ve got a theory, though. What do you think?’

Sean’s stomach fluttered with excitement. It was the chance to express his opinion. ‘We used to talk about Atlantis when I was young, how if their city sank, they might have moved onto other continents. Built new civilisations. Your discovery, and the delta excavation, could be the first evidence that Atlantis was real.’

‘Hmmm… We have lots to consider.’ Henry stared at him for a long moment without speaking. There was a pensive, almost saddened look in his eyes now. ‘There’s something else I need to talk to you about, but… Let’s get back to camp first.’

Sean immediately knew what his dad was referring to. The last thing he wanted to talk about was his dad’s new love life. It was unfair. He still had a million questions about his mum. His nervous anticipation increased as they made their way back to camp and he rubbed his sweaty palms on his pants. The situation made him angry, but gave him the confidence he lacked a few minutes before. ‘Is it about Mum?’ he blurted.

Henry stopped and looked at him. ‘In a way, yeah.’ His attention was drawn to the sunset. ‘See that? Your mum used to paint pictures just as beautiful.’

‘I still have some of them.’

‘Good. Most of the ones I had are lost,’ Henry said sadly. ‘An excavation site’s no place for an art collection.’

‘You still miss her?’

‘Every day.’

Sean could tell his admission was honest and heartfelt. It made him feel a little better, knowing his dad was still devoted to her memory. ‘How did she die?’

‘Your mother died protecting her family. That’s all you need to know.’

‘No, it’s not. Why do I feel guilty – like I was responsible?’

‘You weren’t responsible.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘You will when you’re old enough –’

‘But I’m old enough now.’

A sudden gust of wind whipped the sand up into violent eddies. His dad glanced around and raced up the dune. Sean clambered after him, fighting to keep a foothold in the soft cascading sand. From the top, they saw a vast, ominous cloud with fiery fringes closing in from the east, consuming the sunset and threatening to engulf Cairo.

‘It’s a sandstorm!’ Sean exclaimed.

‘We have to get back. Grab your gear, son. We’re in for a rough night.’ 


— CHAPTER 4 —
SANDSTORM

The excavation team had worked frantically to secure the camp by the time Sean and Henry returned. William worked with military precision, stacking the delicate electronic gear into the rear of the main truck. The equipment was his passion and he took great pride in the maintenance of Juliette IV, down to the simplest trowel and brush.

‘You picked a helluva night to join us, kid,’ William quipped. ‘Make sure your packs are secure, ’cause the sand gets into everything.’

‘What about the robot?’ Sean asked.

‘Too late to bring her up,’ Henry cut in.

‘Lucky girl. She’s protected down there,’ William said, packing the final box.

‘Sean, put your things in the tent and meet me at the Sphinx,’ Henry ordered, rushing off into the wind and stinging sand.

Sean glimpsed the angry sky overhead. The dark cloud unsettled him, like some ancient force descending to conceal their discovery. He turned around, trying to remember how to navigate the maze of tents.

William grabbed his shoulder, making him jump. ‘Your tent’s over there, kid! Third on the left.’

Sean raced on, his father’s comment repeating in his head: Meet me at the Sphinx. None of his friends would ever hear such an exciting instruction from their parents. He rushed into the tent. The wind now sounded like a howling animal and the whole tent looked like it was about to be torn to shreds. He stuffed his pack under his camp bed and raced to meet his dad.

The Sphinx had been cleared of equipment except for a winch and a laptop housed in a weatherproof hard case. A black umbilical cord extended from the case into the fissure, where Juliette IV sat waiting for her next instruction. Henry sat perched over the case, checking the connection.

‘Is Juliette okay?’ Sean asked.

‘Yeah. She’ll be fine down there.’

Sean shielded his eyes to peer up at the Sphinx’s ancient face. Its timeless gaze was imbued with the wisdom and secrets of the ages, secrets they were on the verge of unlocking. It was exciting, and terrifying, to think they were about to change the world with their discovery.

*     *     *

Half a kilometre away, Caliph stood on a rocky outcrop spying on Sean and Henry through a pair of binoculars. He watched them until they finished their business and returned to camp. Caliph lowered the binoculars and turned to the convoy of black 4WDs and darkly clad men behind him.

One of the men approached and unwrapped his scarf, exposing a face disfigured with scars. The largest ran from his forehead to chin, just missing his eye and crossing his mouth in the corner, turning it up slightly and giving him a permanent snarl. His eyes were cat-like and blazed with a predatory gaze. ‘Shall we attack now, or wait for nightfall?’ the man asked in a low gravelly tone.

‘We’ll wait for cover from the sandstorm,’ Caliph replied.

‘Then kill as many as we can?’

‘We only need to kill Henry Livingstone. Without him, the rest of his team will leave Egypt within a week.’

‘Why all the men? I could do that on my own.’

‘Don’t worry, Seth, you’ll have blood tonight. Our priority is to close the gap beneath the Sphinx.’

‘We didn’t bring explosives.’

‘We won’t need them,’ Caliph said, moving to the rear of the 4WD. Two heavily armed men unloaded a large metallic case from the rear hatch. Caliph unclasped the locks and withdrew the Pharaoh’s crown. He activated the crown and placed it on his head, closing his eyes as the ancient power rippled over his body, bathing everyone in an ethereal blue light.

Seth stared, eyes wide in bewilderment.

Caliph let the power wash over him for a few seconds, then removed the crown. He slowly opened his eyes to look upon the assassins with glowing, luminescent pupils.

Seth took a sharp step back, making the sign against evil. ‘What is this magic?’

‘The beginning of a new world order, Seth. You will be witness to its birth.’

*     *     *

Sand eddies sprayed against the tents like mini-tornadoes, whipping Sean and Henry as they trudged blindly through the encampment to the main tent. Sean had never experienced anything like it before; the sheer ferocity of Mother Nature was frightening. They burst into the main tent, coughing and spluttering.

William promptly accosted Henry with a glass of whiskey. ‘Here, helps wash down the sand.’

Sean brushed the sand from his face and the woman he’d seen earlier handed him a bottle of water. ‘Thanks,’ he said warily, slugging it down. From the corner of his eye he could see her watching him with more than a passing curiosity.

As soon as he finished, she offered her hand.

‘Hello, Sean. Henry’s told me a great deal about you. I’m Carla Bonaforte,’ she said with a confident, Italian accent. ‘I’ve been working with your father on the Giza Plateau project for the last year.’

‘You have?’ Sean asked, shaking her hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong for such a petite, slender woman.

‘Yeah, but don’t be fooled by her beauty,’ William interrupted. ‘She’s got the smarts to go with it. We call her Crofty.’

‘I hate that nickname,’ Carla returned playfully.

‘Croft…you mean like Tomb Raider!’ Sean said, a little intrigued now.

‘Yeah. She climbs like Lara Croft,’ William continued. ‘You should see her in action. Nerves of steel.’

‘It’s true, Sean. I’m a registered rock climber. That’s how I met your father. He hired me to reach some caves in the Valley of the Kings almost five years ago. I’m also an archaeologist and anthropologist, but I’m sure he’s told you all this already.’

An awkward pause followed.

Sean realised he was missing crucial information. His dad hadn’t told him anything. Was Carla more than just a girlfriend? He looked to his dad and saw the same, worried expression that was surely plastered across his own face.

‘We never had a chance to…discuss…’ Henry said awkwardly. ‘The sandstorm hit and… Well…’

Carla rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, Henry!’

‘What is it?’ Sean said, already suspecting the worst.

‘I never intended this conversation to be like… Well… Carla and I… We –’

‘What?’ Sean cut in.

‘What your dad’s tryin’ to say,’ William interjected, obviously attempting to save everyone from complete embarrassment, ‘is he and Carla have –’

‘We’re engaged!’ Henry blurted out.

‘Well, I wasn’t gonna say it like that,’ William said. ‘I was thinkin’ of easing into it, like, you’ve known each other for a while and… You know…’

Sean said nothing. An intense wave of sadness drowned his emotions, as if his mother’s memory had been irrevocably tarnished. He knew if he spoke, he would say something he’d regret.

William placed an arm around him. ‘Of course, like all of us, he’s thrilled. But after twenty-somethin’ hours on a plane, you look ready to fall asleep where you stand.’

Sean nodded, forcing a fairly convincing smile.

‘Why don’t I take you to your tent so you can settle in for the evening?’ William said, eyeballing Henry sternly. ‘Your dad can speak to you later.’

‘Okay!’ Sean snapped, accepting the lifeline.

All he could think about on the way back to his tent was Carla – an intruder, spoiling everything he’d been looking forward to for months. Once inside, he could feel William watching him as he unpacked his things.

‘I understand it’s hard on you, kid.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sean said, pretending not to care.

‘Your dad has a life, too. He needs to do what makes him happy. That doesn’t mean he stopped loving your mum.’

Sean avoided eye contact as he spoke. ‘That’s cool. He can do whatever he wants. It’s not like I have to live with them or anything.’

‘For the next few weeks you do.’

‘Whatever!’

‘All I’m sayin’ is – if you want to talk, I’m here. Whatever’s on your mind. I’ll keep it between us. Your dad’s a great archaeologist, but he forgets what it means to be a dad. Trust me, I know him well enough.’

‘Yeah, well, I tried to tell him some of my theories tonight and he shot me down. You’d think after the discovery today he might listen.’

‘That’s part of being an archaeologist. If you’ve put in the work and have the evidence to support your theories, then back yourself. Put up a good argument and people will listen. How do you think we got permission to work here? Your father spent years bouncing off brick walls, constantly hearing no for an answer. If you want something, Sean, and I mean really want it, let nothing stand in your way.’

Sean nodded. If only his father had the same open attitude.

‘You gonna be okay by yourself for a bit?’

‘I’ll be fine.’

William winked and clipped him playfully over the ear. ‘Just like a true Livingstone. Get some sleep, kiddo, ’cause tomorrow we’re going to make history!’ he bellowed, heading outside.

Sean slumped onto his camp bed. Although physically exhausted, his mind was in overdrive. So what if his dad was getting married again? It didn’t change anything. Most of the year, they lived thousands of kilometres apart anyway. Regardless, his dad should have handled it better and the whole situation was downright humiliating. His face went hot just thinking about it and he forced the uncomfortable thoughts from his mind.

He tried to focus on the doors under the Sphinx and the bizarre, unidentified symbols. The hairs on his arms stood on end just thinking about them.

The enveloping darkness took on a more ominous presence. He turned on the overhead light and something caught his eye – a fleeting shadow that moved as the light flickered to life, almost like something was hiding behind the stacks of camp gear at the back of the tent.

The tent flap roared open and Sean jumped with a start.

Henry marched into the tent and ripped off his goggles. Sean relaxed a little, now realising how alone he’d felt seconds before.

‘I owe you an apology, Sean,’ Henry said earnestly. ‘Things didn’t really go according to plan. I wanted to tell you about Carla when we were sitting on the dune, but –’

‘You could have told me before I came to Egypt.’

‘It was something I needed to tell you in person.’

‘Yeah, well, now I know.’

‘Sean, part of growing older is being mature enough to accept change and move on.’

‘You can do what you want. It’s not like you have to ask for my permission or anything.’

‘I know this is a surprise, but I hope you’ll give Carla a chance. She wants to get to know you. I don’t expect her to replace your mother, but she can be a part of your life if you want her to be.’

‘If that’s like you, then I might see her once every five years. I suppose I can live with that.’

‘That’s unfair. You know the life I lead. It’s no place for –’

‘I understand. You wanted to be a world-famous archaeologist…not a dad.’

‘We all make tough decisions, Sean.’

‘Yeah, and Mum paid for that with her life.’

Henry’s eyes filled with despair.

As soon Sean said it, he wished he hadn’t. The remark had cut deep.

The walls flapped with a powerful gust of wind and the shadow at the rear of the tent materialised again. Sean glimpsed the barely discernable shape shifting towards them stealthily between the boxes. Was it a person, or a twisted manifestation of their own shadows? The overhead light swung about wildly, making it hard to tell. The figure appeared to be using the ever-changing shadows to avoid detection – coming in silently behind his dad.

That was when Sean saw the flash of a curved, razor-sharp blade raised high, ready to strike. 


— CHAPTER 5 —
ASSASSINS

‘Dad!’ Sean screamed. Henry turned just as the polished blade sliced at his neck. He dodged the attack and fell awkwardly onto the camp bed. The assassin struck again. Henry held up Sean’s pack and the knife sliced through it like tissue paper, the tip of the blade stopping a centimetre from his face.

Sean held his breath and stared, his entire body paralysed with fear. He glanced around the tent for a weapon. A shovel rested between the stacked boxes.

He edged towards it as his dad and the assassin wrestled with the pack. The black-clad killer withdrew the knife and lunged again. Henry barely deflected the blow this time and the cool steel blade nicked his shirt, opening the flesh on his arm.

Sean rushed at the killer and slammed the shovel across his head with more power than he anticipated. Dong!

The assassin dropped to his knees and slumped forward, eyes rolling back. Sean and Henry looked at one another in disbelief.

‘Dad, you’re bleeding!’

Henry clutched his arm, a glistening crimson streak rushing over his hand and dripping onto the sand in dark drops.

‘Don’t worry about me. Are you all right?’

‘Yeah!’ Sean said, rummaging through his pack. He found a t-shirt and tied it around his dad’s arm. ‘Who is he?’

‘I don’t know. But considering what we found under the Sphinx, there’s people who’d do anything to –’ Henry stopped short with a look of panic, then flicked off the light. He gave Sean his keys and hustled him to the exit. ‘There’s gonna be more of them. I want you to lock yourself in the truck while I get Carla and Will.’

Two shadows appeared on the tent wall behind them.

Henry squeezed Sean’s arm and they froze, staring at the faceless shapes. Two scimitar blades sliced through the canvas wall.

‘Go now!’ Henry whispered.

They stumbled outside, barely able to see a metre ahead of themselves in the sandstorm. Arms outstretched like blind men, they located the truck. Henry felt his way to the door handle, opened it, and hauled Sean into the cabin.

‘If you need to get out of here, then drive. Don’t wait for us.’

‘But I don’t know how to dr –’

Henry slammed the door and vanished into the storm. Sean clambered across the seats and hammered down the locks. He slipped behind the steering wheel and peered over the dashboard into the impenetrable sandstorm.

*     *     *

Henry hated leaving Sean alone, but at least he was safe inside the truck. He peered into the stinging wind, expecting another assassin to lunge at him. Were they mercenaries? Terrorists? There were plenty of people who’d kill without hesitation to be the first inside the chamber beneath the Sphinx – something he wouldn’t put past Caliph. He’d heard rumours about the minister’s underhanded behavior for years. Maybe now he was living up to that reputation.

Henry burst into the main operations tent with a bluster of swirling sand. William looked up from the map of the plateau he stood hunched over. Carla immediately noticed Henry’s blood-soaked tourniquet and almost dropped the cup of tea she was preparing on a gas burner. ‘What happened to your arm?’

‘Kill the lights!’ Henry said, turning off the nearest lamp.

‘What’s going on?’ William asked, clicking off the worktable lamp. ‘Where’s Sean?’

‘He’s in the truck. We’re under attack –’

His words were punctuated by the sound of slicing canvas. Two assassins jumped through the freshly cut holes, the glint of their blades and lethal eyes emerging from the shadows. William flipped over the worktable, smashing the first assassin back through the opening. The table landed on the second assassin and he bounded onto it.

The gas burner crashed to the ground and ignited their papers. Carla stomped on the quickly developing fire. ‘Forget the work!’ Henry said, pulling her away.

William struggled to hold down the writhing assassin. ‘What’re we doin’, guys?’

Carla rushed across the tent and snatched her backpack.

‘I said, leave the work behind,’ Henry cried.

Carla withdrew a stun gun and zapped the assassin with 20,000 volts. He shuddered violently and collapsed, dead still.

The other assassin returned through the hole and lunged for William.

‘Get to the truck. I’ll meet you there,’ William called, sucking in his stomach to avoid the impossibly fast blade. ‘Go!’

Henry wrenched Carla towards the exit and she dropped the stun gun in the fire. William grabbed the assassin’s forearm and they struggled, perilously close to the flames. Henry doubled back, picked up a camp chair, and slammed it into the assassin’s spine. The killer arched back, unleashing an agonising scream, and collapsed into the fire. His robe ignited and he stumbled around, squealing as the flames seared his flesh.

His frantic flailing rapidly turned the tent into a raging inferno.

Henry dragged Carla and William outside to the truck and the three of them climbed inside. Henry slammed the door shut and glanced around in alarm. He’s not here!

*     *     *

Sean poked his head through the tent flap. The assassin he’d clubbed with the shovel was still out cold on the ground. Beyond his inert body sat the backpack with his laptop computer, half-stuffed under the camp bed. It was a risk to come back for it, but there was no way he could leave it behind. His laptop contained every piece of research he’d compiled over the last few years – some of which had never been backed-up.

He stood with one foot tentatively inside, ready to make a dash for it. Time was running out. He needed to get back to the truck before his dad returned. The thought of how much trouble he’d be in for leaving the truck literally pulled him across the tent.

Sean leapt over the assassin – stomach in his mouth – wrenched his backpack free, and bolted for the exit.

An ominous orange glow helped lead him through the sandstorm and back to the truck. The hellish-looking light gave him a terrible feeling. Bursts of what looked like flames and smoke were being consumed by the storm, as if sucked up by some angry god. Sean tore the truck door open and climbed inside to find William, Carla, and his dad waiting for him.

Carla grasped the crucifix chain around her neck. ‘Thank God!’

‘I had to get my pack,’ Sean said, slamming the door. ‘I thought I’d beat you back.’

Henry glared at him.

Sean could see he was angry, but relieved at the same time. There was even a hint of pride camouflaged in his scowl. Henry shifted him over his lap to sit in the middle of the cabin. William started the engine and flicked on the headlights.

‘Look!’ Sean said, pointing ahead.

Their headlights illuminated five spectral figures emerging from the sandstorm, closing in to block their way forward.

‘What’s behind us?’ William said, craning his neck to look in the side mirrors.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Carla gasped. ‘Just reverse!’

William ground the gear stick into action and the truck shuddered backwards. A loud thud sounded from the roof of the cabin.

Sean peered up with bug-eyes. ‘What’s that?’

‘Hold onto somethin’, kid,’ William said, gunning the accelerator. ‘We’re gettin’ outta here.’

Seth swung down from the roof to hang outside Henry’s passenger side door, the scimitar blade locked between his stained teeth. Henry forced the door open with his shoulder, but the assassin held on and jammed his blade into the door frame, preventing him from closing it again.

Carla leant over William and pulled the steering wheel hard left.

‘What are you doing?’ William shouted.

The truck swerved sharply and careened straight through a tent. Henry’s open door ripped the tent from its pegs and dragged it along. Seth emerged from the flailing canvas and rode it like a surfboard, working closer to the open door.

‘Faster!’ Carla ordered.

‘I can’t see a damn thing!’ William cried.

Carla slammed her foot on top of William’s, forcing the accelerator to the floor. The truck lurched violently and they careened down a steep rise. William groaned at the sound of his delicate equipment smashing about in the rear.

Henry kicked at the remains of the tent, trying to clear it from the door.

Seth scaled the canvas like a cat, preparing to launch himself inside. Henry reached outside the cabin and tore at the last shreds holding the tent to the door. Seth withdrew a small dagger from his waistband.

‘Look out!’ Carla hollered.

Seth pounced and buried the steel deep in Henry’s exposed side. He collapsed back onto Sean with a look of horror. Carla grabbed the overhead handle, hoisted herself up into the cabin, and kicked Seth square in the face with the sole of her hiking boot, catapulting him straight off the truck.

‘Nice one,’ William said.

Sean watched his dad turn ashen-faced right in front of him. Henry grimaced and clutched the bloodstain growing across his side. Carla pulled up his shirt, revealing a small wound that bled steadily with every beat of his heart.

‘We have to get to back to Cairo,’ Carla said. ‘Henry needs a hospital.’

The truck shuddered abruptly and they became airborne, almost as if they’d been picked up by the sandstorm. They sailed weightlessly through the air for a second, then slammed into something solid with a horrendous crash. The windscreen shattered and the truck compacted under its own weight, grinding and creaking with a scream of twisting metal.

Everyone sat unmoving, in a state of complete shock.

William pressed the accelerator. The tyres spun, but they weren’t going anywhere.

The sand and dust cleared to present a wall of bedrock directly ahead. They’d gone straight over the edge of the quarry surrounding the Sphinx and smashed into the front left paw, reducing it to a pile of rubble.

‘I’m pretty sure our insurance doesn’t cover this,’ William said humorlessly.

Henry fired William a panic-stricken look. ‘Please don’t tell me we’ve crashed into what I think we’ve crashed into.’

‘You try reversin’ at a hundred kilometres an hour with zero visibility!’

‘You’ve just destroyed the Sphinx!’ Henry fumed.

‘Enough!’ Carla snapped. ‘He saved our lives.’

William elbowed his door, but it was jammed. Henry tried to open his door, but it was stuck as well. The crash had compressed the body of their truck.

Sean noticed a faint glow on the rock precipice above them. ‘What’s that?’

Everybody peered through the shattered windscreen to watch the unearthly blue glow develop in size, swirling like a whirlpool.

‘Car headlights?’ Carla asked.

The glow intensified and, with an explosion of searing light, a torpedo of blue energy impacted the ground to their left. Boom! The truck shook wildly. Rubble crashed down around them and pounded off the roof.

‘Rocket launchers!’ Henry exclaimed.

William kicked out the windscreen and everyone scrambled over the front of the truck. High above, another energy ball was quickly forming. They barely made it to safety behind the Sphinx before another blast obliterated the truck. The thunderous explosion was instantly consumed by the storm, but the seismic reaction rumbled across Cairo like an earthquake.

Sean huddled against the quarry wall as huge blocks crashed down around them.

The dust swiftly cleared, showing the extent of the devastation. He couldn’t believe his eyes. The Sphinx’s body and hind legs were destroyed, but miraculously, the head and front right paw stood intact. Its solemn and knowing expression now looked pained and betrayed. In that instant, Sean realised his dad would not be remembered as the archaeologist he was renowned for, but as the man who demolished the Sphinx.

He felt the pain deep in his heart – their lives and careers had been irrevocably destroyed.

Henry dragged himself towards the shattered monument, smearing blood over the waist-high slabs of stone as he brushed them.

The sight filled Sean with an even deeper foreboding – his dad was dying. ‘Dad?’ Sean called softly.

Henry turned, his devastated gaze finding Sean’s. ‘What have we done? How could we?’ The assassins emerged from the surrounding shadows like deadly sentinels. His father’s look of sorrow transformed into anger and he stumbled giddily. Carla put her arm around his waist and steadied him. ‘Who are you?’ Henry called in a weak, wavering voice.

One of the assassins stepped forward and began unraveling his head wrap. Sean poised with anticipation as the last folds fell from the assassin’s face, revealing his all-too-familiar features.

‘Caliph!’ Henry blurted.

‘When morning comes and the winds have ceased, the damage you’ve incurred against our nation will be unveiled,’ Caliph called across the storm. ‘For centuries, foreigners have plundered our treasures and removed our monuments. Tombs have been desecrated, our heritage butchered. After the world sees what you’ve done here, our country will have no option but to reclaim what’s rightfully ours.’

Henry shuffled forward. ‘You’re so blinded by your passion to protect your heritage, you’ve become what you set out to stop.’

‘The ancient Pharaohs destroyed and rebuilt kingdoms to mark change.’

‘You’re no Pharaoh, Caliph. You’re just a man.’

‘The Pharaohs were men, too… Men who initiated change. They did what was necessary for the kingdom.’

A loud thud vibrated through the ground. Sean glanced around. It sounded like it came from underground. Then he saw them – stone steps leading down between the paws of the Sphinx. The opening was large enough for all of them to enter.

‘You have no royal blood, Caliph,’ Henry said with a cough, ‘and could never wield the power of a Pharaoh.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ Caliph called. ‘I’ve seen the true power of the Pharaohs. That energy now courses through my body.’ He raised his hands above his head and they began to glow. The assassins took a precautionary step back from Caliph’s unworldly power.

Sean tugged on William’s shirt and pointed. ‘Look! There’s steps under the Sphinx.’

William glanced over. ‘It’ll be a dead end.’

‘What steps?’ Henry asked with a glint of hope in his fading eyes.

‘We’re cornered. We may as well go for it,’ Sean said.

‘There’s no way outta there,’ Carla said.

‘No time to think about it… Go!’ Henry ordered.

Caliph’s hands bathed the area with light.

William suddenly pointed to Seth racing through the rubble to outflank them. He whipped up a fist-sized rock without skipping a beat. Sean watched it all unfold, confident that after years of baseball pitching, William was still a good throw – providing he had a clear shot.

Sean’s heart hammered inside his chest as they scrambled through the fallen stones. He fought not to trip over his own feet. One misstep meant the difference between escape and the end of an assassin’s blade. They were almost at the steps, moving beneath the shadow of the Sphinx’s head.

‘There! Look out!’ Carla screamed.

Seth pounced off a nearby stone, blade raised high in the air to strike.

William forced Carla’s head out of the way and hurled the rock. It shattered across Seth’s face with a burst of blood and broken teeth. The assassin landed face down with a thump at their feet.

The energy ball in Caliph’s hands exploded with a thunderous clap.

They all ducked the blast as it zoomed overhead. It grazed the Sphinx’s head and disappeared into the sandstorm. A beacon of light shone from the apex of the Great Pyramid like a lighthouse, then erupted with a tremendous boom, disintegrating the entire upper third of the pyramid.

Sean peered up at the monument looming precariously over their heads. The Sphinx had taken as much battering as it could withstand and ground forward, threatening to crush all four of them.

William hustled everyone towards the steps. ‘Go, go! Get inside!’

Sean plunged into the ancient stairwell just as the megalithic stone head slammed across the entrance, sealing him inside with a blast of sand. 


— CHAPTER 6 —
ANCIENT TRAPS

Sean felt like he’d been tossed around inside a giant washing machine. His shoulder stung as he reached into the darkness. He felt smooth stone and used it to rise stiffly to his feet. A yellow glow from the fires above seeped through cracks in the rubble. Particles of dust danced in the faint light, choking the stairway.

He slipped the backpack off his shoulder with a grimace and searched for his torch. He flicked it on to illuminate the weather-worn face of the Sphinx, sealing the stairway with an uncertain stare.

Moaning echoed from somewhere below.

It sounded like his dad, but in this subterranean world, everything seemed alien.

Sean followed the steps, descending in a tight, circular direction. The perfectly hewn stairwell was a masterpiece in ancient masonry, carved from solid rock with no visible tool marks. A smear of blood stained the wall. Two ghostly figures materialised from the darkness. It was William and his dad, covered in the fine powdery dust. William looked okay except for a few grazes, but his dad wasn’t doing so well. The blood now soaked his left side and crept down his pants.

Henry smiled wearily. ‘Sean, thank God you’re okay. Where’s Carla?’

William glanced between them, his face racked with guilt. ‘I tried to grab her. She was just out of reach…’

Sean watched the little amount of colour drain from his dad’s face. He desperately wanted to say something to boost his spirits, return some life to his dying body, but he had nothing – the enveloping fear stifled his words.

Henry groaned as he stood, using the wall to prop himself up.

William steadied him. ‘Careful. You’re losing a lot of blood.’

‘I know you did your best,’ Henry said earnestly, straightening. ‘I’m sure she’s already heading back to Cairo for help.’

Sean admired his dad’s optimism in spite of their situation. He wasn’t sure he could stay as positive, but would make an effort nonetheless.

‘What kind of weapon was Caliph using?’ William asked.

‘It looked like it was coming from his hands,’ Sean said.

‘No point worrying about that now,’ Henry said. ‘We need to work on finding a way out.’

William peered up the stairwell using the light on his phone. ‘Can we get out that way?’

‘No. It’s blocked,’ Sean said.

‘Then down it is,’ Henry said, flicking on his LED torch. He stumbled down the stairwell leaving dark smears of blood along the wall. Sean followed him closely, ready to catch him if he collapsed.

The stairs eventually opened up into a large hall with a vaulted ceiling. Their torches barely penetrated the cavernous space. A small pile of rubble lay scattered across the polished floor in the middle of the hall. Directly above, the robot’s umbilical cord dangled down through the fissure, connecting to Juliette IV at the far end of the hall. The robot sat facing the massive stone doors, eternally patient, waiting for her next command.

They proceeded into the hall with caution. Rows of strange symbols were embedded along the length of the wall, each inlaid with beautiful turquoise-coloured glass that reflected their torchlights.

William approached the rubble pile and peered up. A faint shimmer of light flickered through the fissure from the plateau above. ‘Maybe we can climb out using the umbilical. It’s a squeeze, but Sean might be able to make it,’ he said, tugging on the cord. A few rocks broke free. ‘Or maybe not.’

Sean drew a breath of relief. He hated the idea of being crushed alive. Not only did heights bother him, but the whole fissure could collapse at any moment. He caught up to his dad, who was already standing at the far end of the hall. They stood in silence, appreciating the doors. Sean looked down at Juliette IV. The robot was like a smaller version of NASA’s Mars exploration rovers, complete with six wheels, robotic arms, and a variety of tools and sensors. The entire robot was compact enough to be packed into a large suitcase.

Sean knelt down and patted her stainless-steel body. ‘Finally got to meet her in person,’ he said, staring into the pulsing red light above her camera lens.

William joined them. ‘Each door must weigh hundreds of tonnes.’

Sean noticed two small rectangular holes on either side of the doors at floor level. ‘What do you think they’re for?’ he asked, leaning forward to investigate. ‘Looks big enough for Juliette. We could send her in.’

‘Might be part of the door mechanism,’ William said, tracing his fingers down the paper-thin seam where the doors met. He pressed and the entire door shifted slightly. ‘Did that just move?’

Sean shone his torch on the floor to find a sliver of clean, dustless stone.

The door had indeed moved.

William positioned himself and pushed. The ancient hinges were machined to perfection, and even after millennia of standing closed, they effortlessly parted to reveal a chamber as high and wide as the hall, yet only half the length. In the centre of the far wall was a round hole located at head height.

Sean fought the desire to rush forward, the adrenaline of discovery raging through his body. He understood how Howard Carter must have felt upon seeing Tutankhamen’s tomb for the first time. But these empty chambers and strange symbols were far removed from the golden treasures of the famous boy king. A fact that made him nervous.

Henry placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘You can go first, but take it slow.’

Sean nodded humbly, knowing the chance to explore ahead of his dad was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

William gave Henry a look that said, I’ve got his back.

Sean crossed the floor with trepidation, well aware that the ancients were adept at building traps to protect their tombs. Carter’s famous quote kept running through his mind: ‘I see things, wonderful things.’ He needed a quote, something memorable. All he could think was, this is cool – hardly something to be remembered.

His torchlight uncovered two more holes, smaller in diameter, positioned on either side of the chamber at shoulder height.

Sean glanced back at his dad, eager to tell him what he’d found. Henry now stooped, leaning to one side, clutching his stomach to staunch the dark seeping blood. It was a wound intended to wear him down until the assassin returned to finish the job. His dad was dying. Although the promise of fantastic revelations lay a few steps ahead, Sean’s heart ached for the unanswered questions standing a few steps behind him.

He pondered the important decisions his father had made throughout his life. Most of the ones he knew about seemed selfish. Did his dad even regret sending him to live with his aunt after his mother died? He’d never said anything. Maybe the tragedy of losing her was hard enough, and the thought of losing his only son was unbearable. It made sense emotionally, and in his defence, archaeology was all his dad knew. After roaming the world, chasing adventure, he could never settle down for a normal family life. It just wasn’t in his DNA. As hard as it was for Sean to accept, his dad’s decision had been the best for both of them.

Sean steeled himself. This was a privilege and honour – to experience a small taste of the magic his father had been chasing his entire professional life. Most archaeologists never experienced a moment of this magnitude.

Sean approached the circular hole, a fifteen-centimetre-wide channel bored straight through the wall. He held his breath and placed the torch up to the hole. It created a beam of light into the dark void beyond, then refracted through a large crystal to illuminate a dazzling display. The next chamber appeared to have no ceiling and was awash with glimmering stars. ‘Whoa!’

‘What is it?’ William asked.

‘Stars… I can see stars,’ Sean said, instantly realising that was his memorable quote.

‘What do you mean?’ Henry asked, limping up behind them.

‘It’s just like the night sky,’ Sean said, stepping aside to allow them a look.

‘Maybe it’s a mosaic of diamonds,’ William said, his eyes lighting up at the prospect.

Henry peered inside, then stepped back and surveyed the chamber they were standing in. ‘This whole structure’s hollowed out of solid rock, with the room dictating the only way to proceed – through this hole.’

‘What about those?’ Sean said, pointing to the two holes on opposite sides of the chamber.

They checked each one and found a stone lever set deep into the wall at arm’s length.

‘Looks like some kind of fulcrum release lever,’ William called to Sean and Henry across the chamber.

‘Let’s see what happens,’ Henry said, rolling up his sleeve.

William and Henry inserted their arms into the wall in unison. Henry’s body stamped a huge bloodstain on the wall and Sean felt the knot in his stomach tighten. They pulled hard, but the levers were stuck tight.

‘Just warmin’ up here!’ William called. ‘On three?’

Henry nodded lethargically, looking like he had just enough energy for one last attempt.

William counted, ‘One, two, three!’

They struggled, pulling hard on their own arms for extra leverage. The levers unexpectedly gave way and stone braces locked around their wrists deep inside the wall. A loud clunk was followed by an immense thud. The giant doors started to close and two chutes opened in the ceiling, allowing sand to pour into the chamber.

‘It’s a trap!’ William cried.

Sean watched the incoming sand creep across the stone and cover his shoe. He pictured them being buried alive – gasping for air – crushed to death by the encroaching sand. The chamber was like a giant hourglass, counting down to their inevitable suffocation.

‘Sean!’ Henry called. ‘Check the shafts in the last room for a release mechanism.’

Sean raced back to the closing doors. He slipped on the fine sand and slid through the doorway to land on his elbows. He crawled painfully over to one of the floor-level shafts and peered inside with his torch. There was another lever – once again out of reach. He rolled over to face Juliette IV and sat up with excitement. The robot can reach the lever!

He trudged through the half-closed doors against the tide of knee-deep sand. William had managed to keep above it, but his dad looked too weak to fight and could barely pull his shoes free.

‘I can’t get to the lever, but Juliette can,’ Sean called.

‘You can’t control her locally,’ William said. ‘You need a workstation to do it.’

‘I have my laptop,’ Sean said, holding up his pack. He whipped out his laptop and turned it on.

‘You’ll need the revised control program. Here, it’s in my pocket.’ William dug a memory stick out with his free hand and tossed it to Sean. The cascading sand was quickly approaching waist height and Sean fought hard to stay on top.

‘You’re going to need the umbilical,’ Henry said. ‘Pull it down through the ceiling. It’s disconnected up top. Strip back the casing, find the connecter, and plug it into your USB port. That’ll give you control of Juliette with video.’

‘Okay!’ Sean said anxiously.

‘You can do it, Sean. You know the robot better than anyone.’

Sean mustered up the courage and scraped through the doors just as they closed with the force of an exploding mine. He raced to the umbilical cord dangling from the fissure and pulled hard. It gave way and unfurled into the room with a shower of rocks. He scrambled out of the way, but the cord caught somewhere in the fissure.

He tugged again, but it was stuck tight. He swung on it with all his weight, trying to wrench it free. Without warning, it did, bringing down several large stones that barely missed his legs to crack the polished floor. Sean plugged one end of the cord into Juliette and the other into his laptop. He inserted William’s USB stick and installed the control program.

Maneuvering the robot was just like a video game. Keystrokes initiated movement, while the touchpad manipulated the moveable arm. He picked up Juliette and placed her in front of the first shaft. Using the robot’s video feed to his laptop, Sean guided the robot inside the shaft to grip hold of the lever. The robot was a near-perfect fit, almost as though the shaft was designed specifically for it. Carefully edging back with the touch pad, the robot mimicked the movement and the lever clunked down. Sean looked around nervously, expecting another trap to activate. He reversed the robot out of the shaft. It moved too slowly, so he grabbed the umbilical and yanked it out. He positioned Juliette in front of the second shaft and guided her inside.

He pictured his dad inside the chamber, the rising sand up to his chin, moments away from suffocation. Beads of nervous perspiration dripped from his forehead onto the keyboard. He eased the controls and the robot clunked the second lever back.

Then…nothing.

Sean jumped up in panic. Their plan had failed. He pounded on the impenetrable doors, locked shut by the weight of the sand. ‘Dad!’

It felt like he stood there forever – trapped and isolated from his dad by metres of stone and sand. He didn’t want to die there alone. A thunderous clunk vibrated through the chamber and the doors unexpectedly parted, allowing a fine stream of sand to trickle between them. It quickly turned into a raging torrent, rushing through the doors that were effortlessly shifting the tonnes of weight on the other side.

Sean clambered over the wave and into the chamber. It was hard going. His feet sank in deep, like he was climbing a sand dune. He dragged himself forward on his hands and knees to find the entire chamber now flooded head-high with sand. He caught sight of William, who was coughing and spluttering, trying to take a breath above the climbing sand. Sean fought his way in farther, delirious with panic, searching for his dad.

Henry was nowhere to be seen.

Just then, Sean noticed the sand in front of him was dipping and disappearing, like the upper chamber of an hourglass. It picked up speed, cascading into a swirling vortex. Now he was fighting to get back to the doors before he was sucked in. He reached a stable footing and spun around to see William take a life-giving breath as the sand around him surged away. On the opposite side of the chamber, his dad was now visible, hanging lethargically from the hole and coughing terribly.

The sand flowing through the ceiling chute reduced to a trickle and a series of mechanical thuds shuddered through the walls. The clamps holding Henry and William’s wrists released. They pulled their arms free, but were now fighting the tide of sand swirling into the newly opened abyss.

‘Hold onto the holes,’ William cried to Henry across the chamber.

Henry struggled, barely able to pull his legs free from the falling sand.

Sean stood aghast. The chamber had completely changed. Most of the floor had descended, leaving a single walkway from the doors where he stood to the wall with the hole into the star room. William and his dad were hanging precariously from their holes with only a thin ledge to stand on. Below them, the floor descended at a sharp forty-five degree angle into a deep chasm under the walkway.

But the room was still transforming. The wall with the hole was rising, revealing a grand circular hall surrounding a stone pedestal. A wide stone disc capped the pedestal, embedded with a glowing, aqua-blue crystal at its centre. Eight enormous shelves filled with thousands of small crystal shards ejected from the walls towards the pedestal, all set under the celestial brilliance of an impossible night sky.

The last waves of sand disappeared into the chasm and the ancient shelves came to a stop. William sidestepped his way around the ledge and jumped onto the walkway to join Sean.

‘Hold on, Dad,’ Sean called. ‘We’ll get you off there!’

Henry looked up with glassy eyes that were drained of life. He looked ready to drop at the slightest breath.

William rushed off and returned with the robot and umbilical cord. ‘Tie one end around the pedestal over there. I’ll tie the other around your dad.’

Sean disconnected the umbilical from Juliette and raced over to the pedestal. He looped it around a couple of times and tied it with a knot. Once secure, William carefully worked his way along the ledge to Henry and tied the cord around his wrist. ‘If he falls, get ready to hold on. Brace for the impact,’ William called back to Sean. ‘The pedestal might not hold his weight.’

Sean nodded and gripped the cord with sweaty hands.

Henry only moved a few steps before he needed to stop for a breath. He glanced up at the great domed library. ‘Is it real?’

William coaxed him along. ‘Just keep movin’; you’re nearly there.’

Henry looked down at the thin ledge and swayed, then tumbled onto the slope. The loose sand acted like an accelerant. There was no stopping the momentum as he slid towards the chasm.

‘Hold on tight!’ William screamed, scrambling along the ledge to Sean.

Sean dug his feet in and white-knuckled the cord to take the brunt of the fall. William dove for the walkway and slammed against it, his outstretched arms the only thing holding him to it. Henry zipped off the slope and plummeted into the void.

The cord ripped through Sean’s hands, burning his skin. He gritted his teeth, enduring the pain. The cord went tight, snapping around the pedestal as it took his dad’s weight deep in the chasm. The jolt yanked Sean dangerously close to the edge.

William scratched desperately at the stone to stop from slipping off the ledge.

Sean was faced with an impossible decision – keep holding onto his dad, or let go to save William? 


— CHAPTER 7 —
POWER OF THE GODS

Carla groggily opened her eyes. The stone wall in front of her spun with a nauseating blur. She steadied herself against the surface and the vertigo ceased. Her senses gradually sharpened. There was stone all around her. Barely enough room to move. The air was suffocatingly thin and laced with an acrid sulphur smell.

The terrifying realisation kicked in – she was entombed!

Carla jolted up, slamming her head against the stone. Panic gripped her and she started to hyperventilate, inhaling the dusty air in huge gasps. She squeezed her eyes shut and focused on the memories she knew could calm her – one hand reaching in front of the other, climbing, searching for a purchase on a dangerous cliff. Her heart slowed. Her breathing returned to normal. As a rock climber, she’d faced many life-threatening situations and had always found a way to overcome them. Although more confined, this was no different.

Now in control of her body, Carla slowly opened her eyes.

There was light, which meant there was a way out. A cool breeze licked her shins and she looked down to find a small sliver of light between the cracked stone. She shuffled towards it and kicked. The stone shifted, allowing in more light and clean air. She kicked again and the stone fell away, creating an opening wide enough to slip through. She shuffled on bruised elbows into the night air.

The vision before her was incomprehensible.

She was standing amidst the rubble of the Sphinx like the sole survivor of an apocalypse. Farther up the plateau, the remnants of the Great Pyramid stood smoldering, glowing with an eerie blue energy. Stone blocks that had endured for millennia as a symbol of power and knowledge were now a smoking ruin.

Two of Egypt’s greatest icons were no more.

‘This isn’t happening!’ she panted.

Memories of her last conscious moments flooded back. The blasts of light…falling stone…William trying to grab her…

She spun around, searching the remains of the Sphinx for signs of life. Its mighty head now blocked the entrance to the steps. Square pyramid blocks littered the area, reminding her of just how lucky she was not to be crushed to death. There was no sign of Henry, William, or Sean. The thought of their pulverised bodies made her feel like throwing up. She tried to remain positive, but even if they were lucky enough to survive in a pocket of stone, like she had, it might be hours before they were rescued.

Henry didn’t have that much time.

Her heart sank. The destruction was more than their own excavation team could deal with. Huge cranes and diggers would be needed to move the colossal chunks of stone, and on top of that, they were sure to be held accountable. The Egyptian military were bound to arrest her, and even if Henry was found alive, she’d never see him again. They’d spend the rest of their lives in jail. She wanted to collapse in a heap and cry.

Their lives were destroyed because of…Caliph!

An icy chill shot through her body at the thought that he was still alive, watching her, preparing to attack. She ducked out of sight and scanned the area.

Then she saw it – a faint glow radiating from a mound of stone.

She crab-crawled her way through the rubble, moving closer to the light. The sound of wailing filled the night air. It was pained and primal. She peered over the stone to find Caliph kneeling, face buried in his hands, distraught beyond consolation. His hands still pulsed with the energy he’d summoned to destroy his country’s beloved monuments. He screamed out in fury and smashed his fist into the sand. His hands grew white hot as he pounded, again and again.

The entire plateau trembled under his fury.

Carla was about to run when a groan sounded from the shadows behind her. Caliph looked up in her direction, eyes still ablaze with the ethereal energy. His gaze bathed the area in the unnatural light.

Carla dropped out of sight, hoping he hadn’t seen her. There was no point in running, as he could obliterate the entire area with one blast. His footfalls steadily approached. She pressed up against the stone and held her breath as he walked past. His gaze illuminated a crumpled body lying amongst the stone – Seth, the assassin who stabbed Henry.

She quivered at the thought that she had crawled over his body only moments before.

The assassin stirred. His face was a mangled pulp of lacerated skin and shattered teeth. He tried to crawl away from the terrifying, divine-like being reaching out to him.

Caliph grasped him firmly around the throat.

Carla was hesitant to watch, convinced he was about to snap the assassin’s neck. Instead, the energy rippled over his head, healing his disfiguring injuries. His wounds sewed themselves together and the dried blood fell away like sand. She stared in astonishment as his snarly old facial scar faded to nothing. The power had completely rejuvenated him. Could Caliph’s claims be true? Was he really endowed with the same power his ancestors, the great Pharaohs of Egypt, used to build and rule their kingdoms? He seemed omnipotent, with the god-like ability to create and destroy.

Caliph released the assassin and stared at his glowing hands, his expression rapt and exultant.

Seth was drawn to it like a moth to a flame. ‘What is this magic?’

‘The power of the gods,’ Caliph replied. ‘Kneel before it, Seth.’

Seth dropped to his knees just like a devoted and willing servant. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘Join me. Rebuild our country…take back what’s rightfully ours.’

Seth dutifully nodded and followed his master towards the fallen head of the Sphinx. Caliph placed his hands on the stone and a low reverberation filled the air.

Carla noticed the hairs on her arms standing on end.

The Sphinx’s head suddenly exploded, clearing the stairwell and showering the area with pulverised stone.

Carla shielded her eyes as Caliph’s distinctive glow disappeared into the stairwell with Seth in tow. Her spirits lifted – the stairwell hadn’t caved in from the explosion. There was a chance Henry and the others were hiding safely somewhere beneath the plateau. She trailed carefully, keeping out of sight. Although Caliph was dangerous, he possessed an amazing power. She needed to learn his secret and harness it for good.

Right now, it was Henry’s only hope.

A beam of light swathed the debris field ahead of her and she ducked out of sight, thinking Caliph had returned to kill her. Desperate cries echoed through the dissipating sandstorm. She craned over the rubble to listen. The voices were calling their names.

Vehicle headlights pulled into the remains of the tourist car park.

It was the excavation team returning to help.

She jumped up, waving her arms. ‘Down here!’ 


— CHAPTER 8 —
THE HALL OF RECORDS

Sean held his breath and let the cord go. It snapped over the walkway, tugging tight around the pedestal with a whip-like crack. His stomach was in his mouth as he slid across to grip William by the collar. He yanked hard, almost pulling himself over in the process. Sean glanced back to the cord. It was stretched tight over the sharp edge, the ancient pedestal the only thing stopping his dad from dropping into the abyss. He grasped the opposite edge of the walkway for leverage and stuck his boot out to William.

William hauled himself to safety and grabbed the cord. ‘Nice work, kid. Clear the sand.’

Sean brushed the slippery sand off the edge as William dug his heels in and heaved. Sean’s heart was pounding. He wasn’t a risk taker and always preferred to think things through carefully. He couldn’t believe he’d just let his dad go.

It took an exhausting few minutes, but together they hoisted Henry onto the walkway. Sean untied the cord and Henry nursed his over-stretched arm, which looked painful but seemed to be working. He drew Sean close and kissed him proudly on the forehead.

Sean felt a warm gush of pride and hugged his dad back. It was the most affection they’d shown each other in ages. William sat sprawled behind them and winked at him with a look saying, well done.

Henry stood stiffly and faced the new chamber. He hobbled towards the enormous shelves.

Sean shivered at the sight of his dad’s blood-smeared footprints. With every step, he was closer to death, yet his archaeologist mode appeared to be kicking into high gear. This was no time for exploring. ‘Dad, we have to get you out of here!’

‘The architecture of these chambers was changed by sand and shifting weights,’ Henry said with a renewed enthusiasm.

It was easy to see his father wasn’t listening; his senses were utterly consumed by the discovery.

‘There’s two massive chambers beneath the walkway. They filled with sand and acted like a cantilever, forcing this transformation. Ingenious!’

Sean and William joined him beside the pedestal. The strange text was carved into the top of the pedestal in concentric gold rings, each one radiating out from a central crystal that pulsed with a faint blue glow.

‘Is this the Hall of Records?’ Sean asked.

‘Until we know what this place is, that’s still just a myth,’ Henry huffed.

‘Right, but all myths begin somewhere, from some shred of truth,’ William said, throwing a knowing look to Sean. He withdrew one of the crystal shards from the shelves. ‘Look at these. There’s thousands of them. I wonder what they were used for.’

‘Data storage,’ Sean said.

‘Data storage?’ Henry exclaimed with a look of incredulity.

‘Yeah. Every computer, smartphone, tablet, or whatever is run by silicon chips made from quartz crystal. The ancients could’ve found a way to process crystal and store information in these shards.’

‘But you’re talking about a civilisation thousands of years old using modern technology. Where’d they acquire that kind of knowledge?’

Sean pointed to the stars twinkling overhead.

Henry raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m open to suggestions, but let’s not get carried away.’

‘Wait… Tell us what you know about the Hall of Records, Sean,’ William said.

Sean noticed something familiar about the stars, but couldn’t piece it together just yet. He looked down to find their expectant faces. ‘Okay, um… The legend goes…before Atlantis sank, the survivors moved all their information somewhere safe.’

‘You mean here, under the Sphinx?’ William asked.

‘Yeah. They wanted to protect their knowledge – the history of their culture and all that stuff. I think the key to understanding this hall’s up there in the stars. It might show us another way out.’ He walked the aisle between the central shelves and turned to look over the pedestal and walkway.

Directly above, he noticed a lion’s head jutting out from the wall. Seeing it was like a blindfold had lifted from his eyes. ‘That’s it! The lion’s head is pointing in the same direction as the Sphinx, and the stars represent the night sky as we see it now.’

‘Like an observatory?’ Henry asked.

‘Yeah, but an ancient observatory.’

‘If it’s an observatory, why’s it hundreds of metres underground?’ William asked. ‘And where’s it getting the data to update and project these stars?’

‘I don’t know, but they must be some sort of hologram,’ Sean said.

‘And thousands of years later, they’re still visible?’ Henry said. ‘That’s hard to believe.’

‘But the evidence is right in front of us,’ Sean said. ‘The crystal must be the power source.’ He rounded the farthest shelf, taking in the breadth of the hall. It was amazing to think they might have uncovered proof Atlantis existed. There were thousands of crystals, capable of endless data storage. But what information could they hold? It was more than enough for a single culture, even one as fantastic as Atlantis. Then another thought occurred to him. If the Atlanteans were aliens, it could be an encyclopedia for the entire galaxy. The potential was staggering, and the mere thought of it gave him goosebumps. He leant against the wall, admiring the discovery.

A grinding sound came from the wall behind him.

Sean spun around as the stone beneath his feet rapidly descended. He jumped back to watch the floor transform, lowering step by step, inviting him towards a solid wall. As the last step locked into position, the wall separated to reveal a darkened antechamber. He stared nervously into the void. ‘You’d better see this,’ he called softly.

‘Don’t move,’ William called out, assisting Henry over to investigate.

Sean couldn’t move if he tried. He was immobilised with fear, staring at the strange thing emerging from the darkness. It resonated with a weird electrical hum and pulsed with an array of colourful lights.

They descended the steps together into a smaller chamber dominated by two stone sarcophagi. Both were connected to the wall with pipes and conduits, just like a life-support system. Each one had a small viewing window embedded in the top.

‘What is this place?’ William gasped.

Sean’s mouth was dry, his breathing fast and shallow. He was petrified to look, but it was impossible not to – the pulsing sarcophagus was luring them closer with its hypnotic lights. Who – or what – lay inside? The ages had clouded the glass, but the vision was undeniable – a revelation that instantly placed the history of the human race into question.

Lying inside was a young man – or what resembled a man. His pale bluish skin was marked with tattoos and his bald elongated head was at least twice the height of a human cranium. Dark blue scars marked his face and neck, although over the millennia he had rested in the tomb, his body had not deteriorated. The being looked to be in a peaceful sleep.

‘His tattoos are the same as the inscriptions,’ Sean said, finally breaking the silence. ‘He must’ve built this place.’

Sean found his dad’s troubled eyes filled with tears. He looked devastated, like a man who’d just lost everything. The history they knew was crumbling before them.

‘It can’t be human. Look at the size of his head,’ William said.

Sean knew elongated heads were a common form of self-disfigurement practiced among ancient tribes around the world. Many believed they were imitating their gods and creators, to become more like them. Was this alien once considered a god? In many ways, it appeared to be a close genetic relative to the human being.

Henry staggered alone to the second sarcophagus.

Sean watched him with pity, wishing there was something he could say to alleviate the nightmare. There was nothing to say. The truth was right before them, unraveling everything.

Henry peered through the glass of the second sarcophagus and stiffened, as if frozen with fear. He suddenly recoiled, gasping for air – as though the shock of what was inside were too much for his dying body – and slumped heavily to the floor.

Sean and William carried him back into the library and placed him down beside the shelves. ‘We need to work on finding a way out of here. Fast,’ William said.

Sean paced the hall, forcing himself to think like an ancient. Why would they build such a hall with the only access via cramped stairs and chambers laden with traps? There had to be another entrance; one where equipment could be brought in to create the chamber. The sleeping alien architect had probably sealed it from the inside. He stood beneath the lion’s head and looked to the stars, running his hand over the wall. His heart skipped a beat as his fingers traced the paper-thin outline of something etched in the stone. It ran up the wall, across, then down again.

‘I think I found a door,’ he called excitedly.

William helped him trace the outline of the door. It was barely visible, but suggested an opening, the only one in the entire hall. They pushed with all their might, but the wall was immovable.

Sean rushed over to the pedestal. ‘If this crystal still powers the hall, it must be meant to open the door as well.’ He gently rotated one of the rings and turned to face the door, expecting it to have some effect. Instead, the star ceiling rotated in response, realigning on a new night sky.

‘Whoa, look at that!’ William said. ‘What did you do?’

Sean studied the ceiling. The stars had changed as though hundreds, maybe thousands, of years had passed. ‘I think I just took us back in time.’

Henry roused and propped himself up on his elbows. ‘How do you know?’

Sean was relieved to see him conscious again. ‘The stars revolved east, which is the opposite of normal.’

‘How far?’ William asked.

Sean pinpointed Regulus, the brightest star in the constellation of Leo, then Denebola, the second brightest, also known as the lion’s tail. They sat lower in the ceiling now, almost directly over the walkway. The exact timeframe was difficult to pinpoint without a horizon line, but he had a pretty good idea. ‘Maybe two thousand years…’

Henry shuffled over to the pedestal, looking even more gaunt and drained of blood. He studied the text with an intense frown, which Sean knew was his default expression when he was concentrating. ‘It’s uniform in structure. Look at the straight lines, the dots and arches. These symbols are numbers, probably dates… By changing the date, you change the stars in relation to your position.’

‘Just like precession, the natural movement of stars,’ Sean said.

Henry agreed. They worked together to decipher the numbers and quickly came up with a solid translation. Sean looked up to the constellation of Leo, then back to the lion’s head. ‘Before I moved the ring, the stars represented our view of the solar system as we see it today… I know why it’s keeping track of time!’ he said excitedly.

‘The antechamber,’ Henry said.

‘Yeah, it has to be.’

‘What are you talking about?’ William asked.

‘This hall’s like a giant alarm clock,’ Sean said. ‘It’s meant to wake them up. I think we came in the back door, and the main entrance is under the lion’s head, heading back to the pyramids. It’s our way out.’

‘It must be programmed to open when they wake,’ Henry said.

‘But if they’re meant to wake on a specific date, you can’t open the door unless you know that date,’ William said.

Sean paced between the shelves. ‘I know, but what if we set it to the date this hall was built? It might have the same effect. Reset the system.’

‘It’s worth a shot,’ Henry said, ‘but how old’s the hall?’

Sean pointed to the lion’s head high up on the wall. ‘Ten thousand five hundred years ago, that lion’s head would’ve looked directly to the constellation of Leo when it was low on the horizon…just like the Sphinx. I think it’s a marker, telling us when these aliens were here.’

Henry’s grimace turned into a smile. ‘What have we got to lose?’

Sean took a deep breath and adjusted the rings according to their translation. The stars whooshed across the ceiling and realigned to the designated time. The lion’s head was now pointing directly to the constellation of Leo on the far side of the chamber ceiling.

‘I don’t see any doors opening,’ William said, ‘but it looks like someone else found a way in.’

The faint outlines of Caliph and Seth appeared at the far end of the walkway. Caliph’s glowing eyes shone at them through the shadows.

‘What do we do?’ Sean whispered.

‘Just keep it quiet. I can deal with this,’ William said. ‘You can have the hall!’ he called across the cavernous space. ‘Just let us out the way you came.’

Even from a distance, Sean could see Caliph’s glowing eyes were mesmerised by the hall. If he was still human, then hopefully the discovery would be enough to ignite his dying cinder of humanity. Omnipotent powers aside, Caliph still had to be an archaeologist at heart. Seth edged ahead, dagger drawn, looking impatient to finish what he started. Caliph pushed him back and raised his hands in an attempt to summon the power.

Sean saw the glow fade from Caliph’s eyes. Whatever his power was, it was gone and he was mortal once again.

Seth moved ahead onto the walkway, tossing the dagger between his hands, face seething with a terrible blood lust.

William herded Sean and Henry back between the shelves. ‘If there’s a chance to get past, get your dad get outta here, you hear?’

‘Okay,’ Sean said tentatively.

Seth rounded the pedestal and lunged at William, thrusting for the heart. William barely dodged the dagger and returned a heavy punch, cracking Seth in the mouth. Seth dropped to one knee with a backhanded swipe. The blade nicked William’s thigh, slicing his pants and drawing blood.

Caliph walked through the commotion as if in a trance, drawn to the glowing blue crystal atop the pedestal. With every step, the ancient power seemed to energise his body. The crystal burned as he reached for it, and his hand glowed in response. They were resonating off each other.

Sean watched helplessly as Seth swiped at William. There was no way he was leaving him alone to be killed. He had to do something to help.

William knocked the dagger from Seth’s hand. It clanged across the stone and disappeared into the chasm. William wrestled the assassin to the floor. They rolled towards the edge of the walkway and Juliette’s umbilical cord tangled around Seth’s leg.

Seth whipped out a knuckle knife.

William saw the flash of steel and grabbed the assassin’s wrist, blocking the tiny blade from slicing his windpipe.

Sean glanced towards the exit, noticing the robot on the far side of the walkway.

Caliph held his hand over the crystal and the hall quaked. He slowly lowered his hand onto the pulsing light and the blue energy returned to his eyes once more. His fingertip touched the surface and it answered with an angry blast of light. He recoiled, screaming in agony, clutching his eyes.

Sean used the distraction to untie the umbilical from the pedestal. He raced across the walkway, jumping Seth and William to reach Juliette on the far side. He plugged the umbilical back into her and hesitated. The thought of destroying the robot made him feel terrible, but it was the only way. He closed his eyes and kicked her over the edge.

The umbilical cord slithered off the walkway like a snake and tightened around Seth’s leg with a snap. The weight ripped him over the edge, but he grabbed hold of William’s leg at the last moment.

Sean dove for William’s arm, but the three of them slid quickly with nothing to stop the momentum. Sean forced his heels onto the stone, but the drop into the chasm seemed inevitable. Seth clawed William’s legs like a drowning cat, threatening to drag them over with him.

Sean craned around, straining to peer over his shoulder for something to grab onto.

Caliph was now staggering about like a blind man, his face contorted with pain and his bulging eyes flitting about frantically as though something terrible was happening behind them. He collapsed onto the pedestal, both hands smothering the crystal.

The hall responded…

The crystal glowed brilliant blue and the stars blazed overhead. Ancient generators deep below the floor hummed to life, building in power.

Seth glanced up at the stars and William kicked him square in the jaw, breaking his grip. He plummeted onto the slope, dragged down rapidly into the chasm by the weight of the robot.

‘Go!’ William shouted.

They scrambled back to Henry just as Caliph slammed his hand over the crystal. It reacted with a blinding flash and an explosion of heated air. The blast knocked Sean and William against the shelves and catapulted Caliph into the chasm.

The energy intensified. The hum became a deafening roar, like the jet of an airplane. The shelves retracted into the walls and eight stone columns rose from the floor around the pedestal, each adorned with the head of a lion with searing white eyes. A force field of blue light ascended from the floor, creating a spherical wall of energy in the centre of the hall.

Sean tried to move, but he was pinned to the ground by an invisible force. The pressure squeezed the air from his lungs. Somehow, gravity had changed. He watched the stars descend from the ceiling and form a three-dimensional map of the universe.

It was beautiful, yet horrifying.

The lion shafts fired lasers from their eyes into the map, converging to create a pool of shimmering light that rippled like water. Sean watched his body stretch towards it like rubber. He tried to scream, but every cell in his body was being dragged atom by atom inside it.

There was a flash of white, then darkness. 


— CHAPTER 9 —
FIRST CONTACT

Sean hovered in the ether of unconsciousness, thinking he was in the safety of his bedroom back home. Could everything have been just a wild dream? The hard surface pressing against his face certainly didn’t feel like his pillow.

He opened his eyes to find the hall floor bathed in warm sunlight.

Sean jolted upright. The star ceiling was now just a shadowy dome of blank stone and the crystal on top of the pedestal was gone. There were no shelves, no antechamber – but the door they’d been trying to open was now a direct shaft to daylight.

William roused, squinting into the light. ‘You did it!’

Sean felt something gooey on the floor sticking to his hand like glue. It was blood, pooling across from his dad, who lay slumped on his side with a deathly grey complexion. ‘Dad?’ Sean gasped.

William felt Henry’s neck with his finger. ‘He’s got a pulse. It’s light, but he’s hangin’ on. Come on, help me lift him.’

Sean struggled to carry his dad up the steep shaft. Henry was a dead weight, making their job tough. The heat and humidity increased as they neared the end of the incline.

They burst into the sunlight, squinting with shock at the sight.

Three pyramids blazed brilliantly in the sun, their mirror-smooth sides covered with a white, highly polished limestone. The entire plateau was drastically altered. Instead of rock and sand, there was now a lush, sub-tropical jungle. Egypt was as green as the Amazon. Bizarre birdcalls echoed from the treetops. Roars bellowed from deep within the dense foliage.

Sean stared in wonder at the new world. They were standing in a stone causeway recessed into the jungle floor. It ran directly up to the Great Pyramid like a highway, lined by a waist-high wall on either side.

‘Where the hell are we?’ William asked.

‘I adjusted the rings on the pedestal to 10,500 BC. Do you think…’

William shot him an incredulous look. ‘You think it was a time machine?’

Sean shrugged, finding it hard to believe himself.

They shuffled down the causeway to the front of the Sphinx. Gone was the mottled, pockmarked stone. It looked pristine, like it had been carved yesterday. They placed Henry against the causeway wall and stood between the front paws, gazing up at the proud feline head.

‘What the hell is that?’ William asked.

‘It’s a lion’s head,’ Sean said. ‘Some people think this is what it looked like before the Pharaohs changed it to reflect their image.’

Sean knew the revelation begged even more profound questions. If the Egyptians didn’t build the lion, who did? Was it the Atlanteans? Is that who was lying inside the sarcophagi – an Atlantean? Was he an alien?

The trees rustled in a sudden breeze. The birdcalls silenced. Sean sensed the uncomfortable change in the air. The entire jungle had gone quiet. A powerful gust of wind tore through the trees, thrashing branches and tearing up leaves. A long streamlined craft whooshed overhead. Its smooth pearlescent hull reflected the sunlight in a dazzling mirage as it flew over an expanse of cleared jungle to land on a crisscross of landing strips.

Sean and William gawked at each other, then raced around the bend in the causeway for a closer look. From their position, they could make out two distinctly different races. Brown-skinned humans were being herded across the clearing by tall, strange-looking humanoids. They stood around two and a half metres high, with pale blue skin and long white beards, cut squarely at the bottom and braided with colourful beads. They dressed like gladiators, with a lightweight armor covering their chests, shoulders, and thighs. Each one brandished a long stave with a fork on one end and blue power crystal on the other. They looked mostly human, except for their bald, extended craniums.

‘Those tall guys certainly don’t look like our ancestors…’

‘They must be aliens!’ Sean whispered. ‘Like the one buried in the hall.’

A gangway descended from the craft and the aliens forced the humans into line, yelling at them in an aggressive, unintelligible dialect.

‘I got a bad feelin’ about this, kid. We should keep our distance and get back to your dad.’

Sean nodded emphatically – the pale strangers filled him with an impending dread. They raced back up the causeway to find three aliens examining his dad’s body and dove out of sight to watch from behind the lion’s paw.

‘What do we do?’ Sean whispered.

‘Nothing yet… Just wait. Let’s see what they do.’

‘That one looks like their leader,’ Sean said, pointing out the broadest of the three.

The leader wore an elaborate gold chain from his earlobe to pierced nose and examined Henry with a powerful hand that bore five fingers and a thumb. Each alien had the same light blue eyes and piercing black pupils. Their arms and heads were tattooed with the same symbols found in the hall.

The leader pressed his palm against Henry’s chest. He rolled his eyes back in a trance-like state, and after a few seconds, turned to his companions. ‘Nek-tar rukah hoon,’ he commanded.

One of the aliens withdrew a container of plasma-coloured salve. The leader took a handful and applied the wad to Henry’s side. Henry groaned as the alien’s fingers pressed into his stab wound. The gelatinous goo sealed the cut and dissolved into his skin. Almost instantly, a healthy, pinkish colour returned to his face and he regained consciousness.

The leader forced his head about enthusiastically. ‘Shebah nek surata!’

‘They healed him!’ Sean whispered excitedly. ‘We should say something…introduce ourselves.’

‘Shh… Not yet!’ William whispered. ‘We don’t know anything about them.’

‘If they wanted to hurt us, why’d they help Dad?’ Sean said, raising his voice.

All three aliens spun around, staves aimed in their direction, arcs of electricity crackling angrily across the forks. Sean gulped, realising his mistake. ‘Raise your hands,’ William muttered from the corner of his mouth, edging into view.

Sean obeyed, glancing anxiously at his dad – who, miraculously, was attempting to stand.

‘It’s okay. We’re friends,’ William offered cautiously.

Henry staggered to his feet. ‘He’s right, we’re –’

The nearest alien rammed Henry against the lion with the electrified forks of his stave, causing him to convulse.

William stepped forward. ‘It’s okay. We just –’

The leader walked briskly at them, screaming like a drill sergeant. ‘Nek tura, muk –noo su hata!’

An ear-splitting roar filled the causeway and the leader stopped short.

Sean flicked his eyes around. It was hard to see anything through the thick green foliage, but the beast was close enough to cause the aliens concern. The warrior released his dad and aimed into the jungle. Henry looked up to Sean and mouthed one word: Run.

Sean felt a burst of relief – his dad was going to be okay.

One of the warriors advanced on the shadowy foliage. Something moved, causing the leaves to rustle. A flash of yellow fur caught a pocket of sunlight and the warrior adjusted his aim, following the sound of the hidden creature.

Sean took a tentative step back, eyes darting between his dad, William, and the aliens.

The leaves burst apart and an enormous battle-scarred lion bounded onto the causeway, roaring and shaking its scruffy mane. It advanced on Henry, yellow eyes locked on his bloody shirt and pants, tongue dripping saliva all over the stone. The closest warrior rammed his stave into the beast’s ribcage. The lion yelped and its female mate jumped from the foliage to join the attack. She bit into the unsuspecting warrior’s shoulder with a vice grip and dragged him to the ground. The aliens were now caught between fending off the male lion and rescuing their companion.

Henry scrambled up the causeway towards the pyramid, waving frantically to Sean. ‘Go! I’ll meet you at the Nile!’

Sean stalled. He wasn’t about to run in the opposite direction and leave his dad, but they were separated by the vicious battle. William yanked him by the scruff of the neck. ‘Let’s go, kid.’

Sean stumbled into a sprint down the causeway, turning back every few seconds to see his dad disappearing in the shadow of the pyramid.

*     *     *

Higher up the causeway, Henry was running as fast as he could in the opposite direction from Sean and William. Considering he had been near death just minutes before, his body felt rejuvenated and full of energy. He touched his side to find the stab wound completely gone.

He glimpsed a flicker of yellow in the jungle and sprinted harder, terrified at the prospect of being hunted by a third lion. He tore off his tattered, blood-caked shirt and hurled it into the trees, hoping to divert the animal. The beast ignored the shirt and kept pace with him, crashing through the undergrowth with brute force.

For a fleeting second, the creature broke free of the greenery. But this was no normal animal; it had the body of a lion and the head of a man. It was a sphinx!

Henry tripped over his own feet and sprawled to a stop on the causeway, panting heavily. The sphinx cleared the causeway with a single pounce to land on the opposite side, his human eyes looking to the sky with concern.

A gust of wind ripped through the trees and the sphinx disappeared into the jungle.

An alien vessel appeared over the top of the jungle. Its two massive wings were filled with spinning rotor blades and the alien pilot hovered in front, his seat suspended inside a clear dome by a mechanical arm for a full, 360-degree view. An alien sniper hung from the open side of the vessel, tracking the escaping sphinx with his whaling-sized harpoon gun. Henry sat in the shadow of the menacing vessel, struggling to comprehend everything going on around him.

It was all too incredible to be real.

The sniper fired a projectile that snapped open to form a net. The sound of crunching branches and a pained cry echoed through the jungle. Henry leapt to his feet as the vessel rounded to face him. Regardless of whether this was real or not, he needed to run.

*     *     *

Farther down the causeway, Sean and William stopped to catch their breath. Another two hunting vessels emerged from the jungle canopy and hovered over their position.

‘Go!’ William screamed above the wind. ‘Into the jungle.’

‘What about the lions?’

William glanced at the snipers above. ‘Not open for debate,’ he said, scooping Sean up and hurling him over the causeway wall.

The snipers fired.

They rolled out of the way as the incoming wire net decimated the jungle with a shower of leaves, embedding into the dirt beside them. The vessels landed on the causeway and a legion of alien warriors disembarked. ‘Go, go, go!’ William screamed, pushing ahead into the jungle. Sean shielded his eyes as they crashed through the plants, blindly stumbling from one danger to another.

*     *     *

Henry watched Sean and William disappear into the greenery from his vantage point high up the causeway, unwittingly backing into a square filled with alien warriors comparing their latest captures of lions and panthers.

Every pair of eyes glowered in his direction.

Henry retreated down the causeway, hands in the air, only to be blocked by the first three aliens who healed him. Although one of them was limping and bleeding, they’d survived their encounter with the two lions, which the leader now proudly dragged behind him.

‘I surrender,’ Henry said.

The warriors surrounded him and locked his neck between the electrified forks of their staves. They forced him to his knees and manipulated the energy current from the crystals to incapacitate him. He gnashed his teeth involuntarily. The pain was excruciating, like a dentist’s drill boring through his skull.

The leader stormed over, eyes flushed with anger. He crouched in front of Henry and pushed up the staves, forcing him to look at each other face to face. There was a cold brutality in the alien’s gaze that made Henry feel insignificant, like an ant about to be crushed.

The leader grinned and signaled the warriors to ramp up the power.

Henry could see this was more than just incapacitating him now – it was to satiate the alien’s desire to see him in pain. He tensed, hard as stone. Sparks of light shot across his vision like fireworks. The rampant electrical current was shorting out his brain. He fought to stay conscious. Each agonising second felt endless.

Faces flashed before him.

Carla… William… Sean… All the people he was powerless to protect.

He finally reached his pain threshold and passed out. 


— CHAPTER 10 —
LIVING GODS

The sound of laboured breathing echoed through the darkness, stirring Caliph from his unconscious state. His hands burned and his head throbbed worse than any headache he’d ever felt. He coughed and staggered to his feet to find the wheezing was coming from his own dry throat.

The last thing he could remember was a blinding flash of light, then nothing.

Now he was standing in a darkened circular stone chamber somewhere below the Hall of Records. His eyes adjusted to the shadows and the faint outline of Seth materialised like a statue a few metres ahead.

‘Seth?’ he called softly, his voice echoing eerily off the walls.

Seth stood perfectly still. Deathly silent.

Caliph reached out to discover the assassin was rock-hard, and fused with the wall as though he was carved from the same slab of stone. His limbs jutted out in a contorted pose, his face immortalised in a snarl.

Caliph staggered back in horror, stumbling over something on the floor. He landed on his elbows, cursing in Arabic. It was Henry’s robot, Juliette IV, roughed up, but still in one piece. Her umbilical cord coiled across the floor, transforming to stone as it wrapped around Seth’s leg.

The battered, lonely robot was a stark reminder of his own hopeless predicament. He understood he wasn’t himself when he attacked Henry’s camp. It was like he’d watched the events through someone else’s eyes. The power of the crown had created a distorted view of reality, erasing rational thought and any sense of guilt.

For a short time, he knew what it felt like to be invincible – to be a god.

There was something profound gnawing at his conscience. The power had awakened something within him, like a voice clamoring to be heard. It felt familiar, like an insight he’d possessed all his life but had been unaware of until now.

But the perception was fading like a waking dream, leaving him trapped with the repercussions of his actions. With his own hands, he’d obliterated his country’s cherished monuments. The ramifications plagued his conscience. His official position as Minister of Antiquities was over. Azar would cover up his own involvement and the blame would fall upon him, no matter how hard he tried to frame Henry Livingstone.

He felt a swell of anger. In the wrong hands, the crown’s power was an uncontrollable force, one that fed off emotions and dangerously amplified itself – a fact Azar neglected to mention. Maybe that was Azar’s intention all along, to wreak havoc and, in turn, draw attention away from Henry’s discovery.

It was little consolation now. Once the authorities discovered the immense power buried beneath the plateau, it would throw into question the history of his ancestors and their achievements.

He kicked the robot in frustration and her LEDs flickered to life, illuminating the entrance to a dark passage on the far side of the chamber.

Caliph hesitated. There was something unsettling about the blackness.

It reminded him of another life-changing day, the details of which were scarred into his mind. The deafening gunshots that cracked through the tomb like mortar shells…the blood-splattered hieroglyphs…his friends dead where they fell, their wide, lifeless eyes staring at him.

Long before Caliph worked for Azar, his last expedition as a young archaeologist ended in a bloodbath.

The authorities failed to capture the mercenaries that slaughtered his team and stole their artifacts. After months of scouring the black market with the hope of finding the killers, a meeting with Azar Hawati changed everything. The billionaire used his extensive resources to track down the perpetrators and recover the antiquities. Azar never spoke about the fate of the mercenaries, but Caliph knew from that day forward he worked for Azar – a debt he would repay for the rest of his life.

His first jobs were political as he worked his way up to the position of Minister of Antiquities. Over time, Azar manipulated him into increasingly unethical activity. Purchasing items on the black market became habit. Hiring bounty hunters, mercenaries, and gangs to retrieve stolen items seemed justified. Over the years, he became detached from his underhanded actions, justifying them to himself with the belief that he was protecting his cultural heritage.

The shadows of the chamber closed in like the ghosts of his past returning to haunt him.

His heart thumped as he pressed on, sliding his hand along the smooth wall towards the passage. Unlike the countless tombs across Egypt, there were no hieroglyphs or inscriptions to suggest that Egyptians built the complex.

The light from the robot flickered and dimmed.

Caliph’s breathing quickened.

He’d spent hundreds of hours in tombs and passages more cramped than this, yet something about the encroaching darkness filled him with irrational fear.

He pushed on, using the wall as a guide. As the passage turned, a deep, cavernous breathing sounded from somewhere ahead. He stopped to listen. Each terrifying breath was bouncing off the walls, echoing all around.

Then he realised it was coming from behind.

He spun around to face the monstrous figure, which stood silhouetted in front of the robot’s dying light. It had the body of a man, but the head was far from human, bearing tall ears and a long snout. He recognised the dreaded creature and cowered in fear. It was Anubis, the jackal-headed god of the dead.

Caliph dropped to his knees in supplication. ‘Am I to be judged, Great One?’

The beast exhaled a breath of air laced with the stench of death. Caliph bowed to the floor, his hands clasped together in reverence. The foreboding creature loomed menacingly, watching the feeble human before him silently. Caliph trembled, waiting for a response. Surely, the god must answer, he thought. He raised his eyes to the creature. ‘I understand. I’m dead…I must be judged before I can cross over, please…’

Anubis howled a chilling, unearthly squeal.

Caliph blocked his ears, but the shrill cry racked his skull. The passage illuminated and he turned to find a tall humanoid with pale luminous skin approaching. The being carried a large stave that crackled with arcs of blue energy. The shimmering light emphasised his piercing eyes and elongated head.

‘Osiris!’ Caliph gasped, believing it was the god of all Egyptian gods.

He threw himself to the floor in adoration, convinced his final judgment had come. 


— CHAPTER 11 —
THE NILE

Sean and William ploughed through the jungle at a breakneck speed. The branches and vines whipped their faces. The sun blazed through holes in the leafy canopy, creating pillars of light in the dense greenery ahead.

Multiple footsteps pursued them and alien vessels swept overhead, looking for them through the trees.

Sean struggled to keep pace with William and, for the first time ever, he wished he’d done more sport instead of computer studies during school.

A ferocious roar was followed by energy blasts that lit up the jungle behind them. The frantic commotion spurred Sean to run faster. He expected a lion to pounce from the undergrowth at any second. Just when he felt he couldn’t push his burning legs any farther, William stopped to rest. The humidity was choking and they were both drenched in sweat.

Sean stood hunched over his knees, gasping for air while he scoped out their surroundings. They were now so deep in the jungle, they’d lost sight of the Great Pyramid.

‘Can you climb?’ William panted. ‘Find out where we are?’

Sean looked at the tangled trees overhead and his stomach turned. Heights were his weakness. If he approached the edge of a cliff or a high balcony, his heart raced and his legs turned to jelly. He’d never understood where the fear came from, but he always did his best to avoid situations involving heights. ‘I can’t…I…’ he stammered.

‘Just go slow. You’ll be all right.’

‘No. I hate heights. I…I can’t,’ Sean said, feeling his face flush with embarrassment.

‘Don’t stress, kid. I got it.’

Sean watched him climb the tree, frustrated with himself for wimping out. Compared to everything they just went through, climbing the tree should have been a cinch.

William reached the top and poked his head through the leafy cover. He perched there for a moment and then hastily climbed down. ‘We’re about a kilometre away from the sphinx… I mean, the lion statue. There’s dozens of those alien things now, zipping all over the jungle like flies.’

‘So which way do we go?’

William pointed into the jungle. ‘East, as fast as we can.’

Sean barely recovered before marching on at a fast pace. The jungle was abundant with life. Birdcalls from species long extinct echoed all around them. Oversized dragonflies and huge mosquitos buzzed past. Monkeys swung from branches and called to one another noisily. Sean spotted a fifty-metre-long anaconda sliding across the jungle floor and they stopped to let it pass, hoping it wouldn’t turn around.

A vortex of wind tore up the trees as another alien vessel approached.

‘Hide,’ William said, hugging the nearest tree trunk.

The vessel eventually moved on and they continued their trek, keeping away from the open clearings where they’d be easily spotted.

‘Once we meet up with Dad, we should get back to the hall and reset the rings on the pedestal to our time.’

‘It’s not gonna be easy. The sky was crawlin’ with those things, and no doubt the jungle, too.’

‘What if he doesn’t make it? What do we do?’

‘Don’t worry. We’ll wait for him. But we’re easy targets on the riverbank. If he doesn’t meet us by nightfall, we’ll have to find shelter.’

Sean knew William was right; his dad’s chances were indeed slim, but he held onto the hope as they forged ahead. ‘You know, the Aztecs believed their ancestors were taught by an advanced race of pale men with beards who came from the sea. That’s why they greeted the Spanish invaders with open arms when they arrived in South America. These aliens have pale skin and beards. Maybe it’s them.’

‘They’re definitely not Spanish,’ William quipped. ‘Who do you think they are?’

‘The ancient Sumerians believed in a race called the Annunaki. They came from a planet called Nibiru and mixed their DNA with our ancestors to create the human race. They looked just like these guys…with the beards and everything.’

‘You really think they’re aliens, not some long-lost ancestor?’

‘They’re way too advanced to be from Earth…they have to be aliens.’

‘The Earth’s been spinning for five billion years, kid. That’s plenty of time for another race to indigenously evolve and die out with no record of their existence.’

‘Yeah, I suppose. That’s what Dad would say, too. I’ve been telling him about these theories for years. He thinks I’m crazy.’

‘No, he doesn’t – in fact, I believe your dad has an open mind about these things.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Sean huffed.

‘It’s true. The Hall of Records rewrote a lot of things he believed in, and for a stubborn old scholar, I thought he took it quite well.’

‘I guess,’ Sean replied solemnly, realising William understood his dad better than he did. It was frustrating; all their years apart had created a rift between them and he couldn’t help feeling like an outsider.

‘No matter what obstacles life throws at your dad, he always succeeds. He’ll be doing everything he can to meet up with us.’

‘If it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t be stuck here.’

‘If it wasn’t for your fast thinking, he’d be dead. You stepped up when we needed you; got us out of the hall. You’re more like your dad than you realise.’

Sean smiled. ‘Before Dad was attacked in the tent, I said some things I regret – I just wanna tell him I didn’t mean it.’

‘You will, kid, just keep up the pace and we –’ William placed a finger to his lips, ending their conversation.

Sean squinted to see through the jungle ahead. The leaves rustled and parted to expose a hint of pale skin. They waited for the indistinguishable shape to fade into the shadows before continuing.

‘Go!’ William whispered.

They treaded cautiously for the next half hour, constantly watching the undergrowth for any signs they were being followed. Sean noticed William was struggling and puffing a little harder with each obstacle. He felt lightheaded himself. His legs cramped every time he stepped over a large root, and he could barely swallow on his bone-dry throat.

The sound of running water filtered through the bushes ahead.

Sean burst through them onto a secluded bank of the Nile. ‘We made it!’ he called, rushing to the cool water.

‘Careful for crocs,’ William said, pulling him up.

Sean dunked his head and cupped the water into his mouth. William kept a watchful eye on the river and joined in, vigorously lapping up the water. After quenching themselves, they collapsed on the bank.

Sean relaxed in the warmth of the sun to watch the Nile flow by. It comforted him and made him feel a little closer to home. The water was tinged red, which he knew was silt from the mountains. The Egyptians would eventually call the discolouration the ‘inundation’ when the banks overflowed and filled the land with fertile, mineral-rich water. The gentle flow of water made his eyelids feel heavy, but he fought the temptation to close them.

‘Rest up,’ William said. ‘I’ll keep a look out for your dad.’

Sean pictured his dad stepping through the jungle and fell sleep almost instantly.

When he awoke, the sun was dipping beneath the trees on the far bank and the Nile had taken on a golden glow. Hours had passed, but he still felt drowsy, like he hadn’t slept at all. William sat a few metres away, anxiously watching the river.

‘Have you seen him?’ Sean asked, sitting up with a start.

‘Nothing yet, but those machines have been flying downriver all afternoon.’

Sean had a terrible sinking feeling. It made him feel nauseous on his empty stomach, reminding him of just how hungry he was. The last proper meal he’d eaten was on the plane – if you could call plane food a meal. He sighed. Deep down, he knew his dad wasn’t going to make it before sunset.

‘We need to find somewhere to spend the night,’ William said. ‘Let’s head for the causeway. If he’s made it, he’ll be somewhere along this stretch.’

Sean agreed and they set off along the treacherous riverbank. Massive gnarled tree roots snaked into the water like prehistoric reptiles. Clumps of impenetrable mangroves dominated the bank, and every few paces they had to scramble past a tangle of roots just to keep moving. Sean couldn’t keep up the pace for much longer without food. A couple of times he mistook his grumbling stomach for a growling animal.

He looked up, hoping to spot a fruit tree. Even a banana, which he normally hated, would be amazing at this point. His stomach was doing loops just thinking about it. His foot caught on a root and he slipped towards the dark water. At the last second, he latched onto some vines to save himself from plunging in.

William crawled over the roots and held out his hand, coming up a little short. ‘Hold on a sec. I just need to get a little closer.’

Sean flailed about for a foothold, only then becoming aware of the scaly mass moving through the water towards him, picking up speed with each thrust of its powerful tail. He kicked desperately at the roots, trying to get a grip on the slippery surface. Then he saw from the corner of his eye the crocodile’s snout break the water with a flash of white teeth and lunge clear of the river.

William wrenched him to safety just as the teeth nicked his boot. The crocodile held tight onto the riverbank and thrust back, ripping the roots straight out of the mud.

‘Whoa!’ Sean quivered, scrambling back on all fours into the shelter of the jungle.

The crocodile casually submerged, leaving a clump of mangroves bobbing on the surface like a corpse.

‘You all right?’ William gasped.

‘I think so,’ Sean said, trembling uncontrollably. He put on a brave face and continued walking. The crocodile trailed them in the water, waiting for another opportunity. Several more joined the pursuit, their armoured scales creating ominous eddies along the Nile. The only thing preventing them from attacking was the steep bank and wall of mangroves.

Sean couldn’t think of a worse way to die than being drowned in a vicious death roll and torn apart. He stepped well clear of the edge, preferring to take his chances against anything the jungle could throw at him.

They eventually hit an impasse. A gigantic tree blocked their route along the bank. It was a case of either climbing the slippery roots over the water, or trekking deeper into the jungle.

‘I’m not going anywhere near that water,’ Sean announced.

‘You and me both, kid,’ William said, forging into the greenery.

Sean laughed to himself and shook his head. Being called kid had never really bothered him. He used to like it, but now it sounded out of place; he was fifteen, after all.

‘Something amusing?’ William asked.

‘It’s funny…you still call me kid. I’m almost as tall as you.’

William nodded. ‘That’s true, and you’re almost a man. I guess it’s what I’ve always called you since you were –’

‘A kid,’ Sean cut in. ‘It sounds weird… I’m not really –’

‘A kid,’ William said with a grin.

They smiled in amusement and hoisted themselves over the chest-high roots, losing sight of the Nile as they slipped down the other side. After a few paces, they noticed something unusual in the fading light. A few metres ahead stood a stick embedded in the ground with a piece of fresh meat hanging from the top. Giant flies buzzed around the bloody slab of flesh.

‘What is it?’ Sean asked in a hushed voice.

‘Could be the human tribes,’ William said, inspecting the fallen leaves surrounding them. Sean noticed they were loose and not densely packed like the rest of the jungle floor. William knelt down and flicked a few aside, uncovering a wire mesh stretching out around them. ‘It’s a trap. Back up, and watch where you step.’

Sean could see the net now, glistening through gaps in the leaves like a giant spider’s web. It was a basic, rudimentary trap and they’d walked straight into it.

A falcon squawked overhead and they both looked up.

‘Oh, damn!’ William whispered.

The falcon dove through a hole in the canopy, landing talons-first on the meat. It flapped wildly in an attempt to take off with the prize.

‘Run!’ William shouted.

The falcon triggered the trap, scooping all three of them high into the branches where they swung, suspended ten metres up with the bird flapping between them.

‘At least we’re safe from the lions and crocs,’ Sean joked.

‘And about to be scratched to death by a falcon,’ William said, squirming to keep clear of its clawing talons.

‘I’ve got a utility knife,’ Sean said, fumbling around in his backpack. ‘If I can cut the net, we might be able to climb down one of the trees.’ He found the knife and eased it out of the pocket. He opened it up and placed the small wire cutters on one of the strands. No amount of squeezing made a mark on the metallic strand. He tried to adjust his position and dropped the knife through the net to the jungle floor below. ‘Damn it!’

A pale slender hand reached through the undergrowth to retrieve the knife.

‘It’s them!’ Sean whispered.

Two aliens emerged from the shadows beneath them. The first alien admired the knife and caressed it discerningly. He was the taller of the two, with a white, squarely cut beard braided with colourful jewels. The second alien was clean-shaven and younger looking. He spoke to his older companion in an impatient tone and they both looked up.

Sean gripped the net, hurting his fingers.

The younger alien fired up his stave and slammed the electrified forks onto the jungle floor. The current raced up the wire supporting their net. Sean gnashed his teeth and stiffened. The energy rippled over all three of them and with one painful convulsion, he was knocked unconscious. 


— CHAPTER 12 —
ISHARKUTE

The cool wind on Henry’s face reminded him of sailing the Nile on a felucca. He was convinced at any moment he would wake to find himself cruising her tranquil waters, surrounded by banks flushed with green papyrus, date palms, and sweeping golden dunes.

That was the Egypt he knew and loved.

That had to be reality – not some wild dream about exploding pyramids, aliens, sphinxes, and time travel. He slowly opened his eyes…to find the nightmare persisted.

He was hanging in a net attached to the underside of an alien vessel, travelling quickly, far above the jungle. The sphinx from the causeway was hanging alongside him in another net. It had the forlorn face of a man with dark skin, long black hair, and intense orange eyes that watched him with a troubled gaze.

Henry stared at the mythological creature, trying to make sense of his situation. He wasn’t dead, he was sure of that. The harsh wire net cutting into his skin and throbbing headache felt real enough, even for the most immersive dream. Far below, endless stone causeways connected expansive landing zones. They spanned the jungles and lakes, glistening like cobwebs caught in morning dew. Ancient monolithic trees created an impenetrable wall of green as far as he could see.

Planet Earth had never looked so verdant.

An immense metallic pyramid materialised through the jungle mists. Henry shot up and repositioned himself to take in the amazing sight. Countless alien vessels entered and departed a sprawling docking bay near its apex. The structure was surrounded by bustling squares, buildings, and landing zones.

The sphinx bellowed in fear and clawed at the net. A stave appeared from above and jabbed him. The sphinx yelped and slumped back with an exasperated breath.

Henry remembered the pain of his own incarceration and the cold expression of his captor. It filled him with dread and concern for Sean. He’d done everything to keep him as far away from danger as possible since Juliette died. Now it was the one thing he had no control over. At least William was with him; a small comfort in an otherwise helpless situation.

If he was ever to see them again, he needed to communicate with the aliens rather than hanging in their net like the catch of the day.

They rotated and descended rapidly into the pyramid’s docking bay. Henry lost all sense of direction until his backside slammed against the metal floor. He tried to sit up but was forced down by a group of waiting aliens, one of whom jabbed him with a long needle.

His vision quickly blurred, then darkness.

*     *     *

Henry awoke to an examination light burning overhead. He tried to sit up, but his body was secured against something hard. He lifted his head to find he was strapped to a slab of black stone. His shoes had been removed, leaving just his tattered pants. He appeared to be in some kind of dank operating theatre, or laboratory, littered with an ominous assortment of drills, saws, and alien-looking equipment. The slab next to him was smeared with fresh entrails.

His senses returned in full force. The stench was unbearable. He clenched his teeth to stop from retching and fought against the taut, unforgiving straps.

Two aliens wearing putrid, bloodstained aprons entered and Henry craned his neck around to watch them. The first alien was carrying a glass cylinder containing two tiny octopuses. Bright purple blotches dotted their slimy tentacles and their bulbous heads pulsed like a beating heart. Each one squirmed frantically as the scientist placed the cylinder next to his head.

‘Wait!’ Henry said, sensing they were about to unleash the vile creatures.

One of the aliens forced his cheek onto the cold stone and examined his ear. Up close, he could see their white beards were splattered with blood and sinewy bits of flesh.

The cylinder hissed with a release of pressure. The alien removed the lid and picked out an octopus with a long pair of tweezers.

Henry watched in horror, writhing helplessly against the straps. The creature was squelching and grasping for a host. It was about to be placed on him, or worse, inside him. ‘Wait, stop… What are you doing?’ he pleaded.

He stiffened as the cold blob landed on his ear. It squirmed vigorously into his ear canal and probed deep inside his head. Everything sounded muffled, like he was underwater.

The aliens forced his head around and released the second octopus.

Henry shook his head to throw them loose, but they quickly nestled in the fold behind his ears and bit into him with their minuscule beaks. His scalp felt like it was on fire as the tentacles now pushed beneath his skin, creeping around to enter his ear canals. He caught his reflection in the glass canister beside his head, his wide, petrified eyes witness to his own transformation. The tentacles assumed the appearance of veins and their bodies changed colour, blending invisibly with his skin. His hearing cleared and the burning sensation subsided.

‘Can you hear me?’ the first alien asked.

Henry stared at the alien in astonishment. He could hear him just fine, but strangely, his words were out of sync with his mouth. The small octopus infiltrating his ear was interpreting their language into English. ‘I-I understand you,’ Henry managed. ‘How’s that possible?’

The aliens regarded each other, looking equally surprised.

‘His dialect’s more advanced than the human tribes,’ the first alien said. ‘More civilised.’

His companion nodded in agreement. ‘He’s ready for Overseer Senetep.’

‘Who’s Senetep? Is he your leader?’

The aliens glared at him as if he’d said some sacred, unspeakable name. They promptly released his bindings and forced him upright. The room spun violently as his inner ear adjusted to the biological additions. The aliens pushed him through the lab. He stumbled against a slab with the remains of a human forearm. It was surgically opened, the bone perfectly cut, with the veins and tendons meticulously spread out in a fan-like shape.

The fingers twitched and Henry’s heart leapt into his mouth.

It was still alive!

Then he saw it. The entire lab was a mess of bloody entrails and body parts. It wasn’t just humans being butchered, it was animals as well. A zebra leg…half a monkey’s head…the snout of a large crocodile. It looked like the aftermath of a bomb blast in the middle of a zoo.

The aliens forced him on and his balance quickly returned. They passed floor-to-ceiling tubes filled with a clear gelatinous liquid, each one housing creatures in a comatose state. One had the body of a well-built man with the head of a black bull. It was a living, flesh-and-blood creation straight out of Greek mythology – a minotaur!

The minotaur jerked its head, took in a gulp of liquid, and kicked its legs.

‘What is this place?’ Henry asked, his horror transforming into fascination.

‘He shows interest in Isharkute technology,’ the first alien said with surprise.

‘Is that your race? Isharkute?’

Their response came in the form of a sharp shove. The aliens marched him through a maze of metallic hallways that ended at a door guarded by two imposingly dressed warriors, both of whom were adorned with ornate chains and amulets of prestige and rank. Their tall helmets were elongated like a Pharaoh’s crown and their robust staves were equipped with a powerful energy crystal.

The warriors shunted Henry through the door and into a lift, where he cowered between the alien muscle during the rapid ascent. The lift stopped and opened to a bright expansive upper level of the pyramid. Its four inward sloping walls encompassed huge open-air windows overlooking the alien city. The Giza pyramids were now just small triangular hazes on the horizon.

The warriors marched him to the centre of the room and retreated into the alcoves.

The entire level was sparsely decorated with unusual pieces of art, like a modern-day gallery. Twisted sculptures reflected vibrant luminescent colours across the floor. Abstract paintings jutted out in three-dimensional ways to accentuate texture and form. None of it was human-looking except for a simple wood carving of a giraffe.

The inclusion gave Henry a glimmer of hope. At least the aliens weren’t complete barbarians, and civilised enough to appreciate art even in its simplest form.

He finally noticed the broad, two-metre-tall alien standing in front of the window. The alien’s gaze was fixed on the city below and he stood in complete stillness. Sunlight glistened off the gold beads woven into his long white beard and highlighted the glyphs tattooed along his elongated cranium. His bare muscular arms were folded over his gold-coloured body armor, and his massive well-defined calf muscles emerged like tree trunks beneath his knee-length tunic. Overseer Senetep projected a formidable presence.

Henry waited nervously, with the distinct feeling he was the first human to step foot in the room. The overseer seemed reluctant to add pleasantries to the visit.

Senetep’s commanding voice broke the silence. ‘Where are you from?’

Henry took a deep breath. ‘Here…if this is planet Earth. But it’s not like I knew it… I think I travelled here from –’

‘Ten thousand years in the future,’ Senetep finished.

‘Yeah…that’s what I was thinking. How did you know?’

‘My scientists found traces of temporal radiation in your DNA,’ Senetep said, slowly turning around to face him. ‘What do you know of this solar system?’

‘We’re on the third planet from a star we call the sun.’

Senetep strolled to the centre of the room and waved his hand towards the ceiling. A metallic sphere descended to project a holographic display of the solar system. Senetep walked through the projection and pointed to a shimmering blue orb. ‘You call this planet Earth. We designate it 4793, current outpost for the Isharkute Empire.’

‘Outpost!’ Henry remarked. ‘Where are you from?’

Senetep waved his hand again and the hologram zoomed into a distant constellation. Henry watched in fascination, wishing Sean was here to translate the sea of stars. ‘Our home planet is part of a triple star system, over eight hundred of your Earth years away – but you should know this.’

‘I should?’ Henry said, confused.

‘How many of you are there?’ Senetep said sternly.

Henry considered lying to protect Sean and William, but thought better. All three of them had already been seen on the causeway by the Isharkute who captured him, plus he needed to garner a level of trust with the overseer. ‘There were three of us.’

‘Where are they now?’

Henry felt a small measure of relief that they were still free and would hopefully remain out of danger until he reached some kind of truce with the aliens. ‘I don’t know. We were separated.’

Senetep scrutinised him with a dubious eye. ‘You’re different from the human tribes inhabiting this planet. They cower in fear and struggle to escape – but you have the social skills of a more civilised species. Why did your masters send you back?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. We weren’t sent here… We came here by accident.’

Senetep straightened and crossed his arms. ‘Explain.’

‘We found a device powered by the same kind of crystals your soldiers use. It was covered in rings that controlled a holographic star map like this one,’ Henry said, motioning to the galaxies revolving around them. ‘I was injured… A lot of it’s a blur, but I remember a bright light – then we were here.’

Senetep stood silently for a long moment, then continued in an inquisitive tone. ‘What do you know of wormholes?’

‘Not much. I’m an archaeologist, not a physicist. But I know wormholes might be a way to travel through time.’

‘Our scientists recently discovered how to fold space and time. By creating an artificial singularity to open wormholes, we can now travel instantaneously from one side of the galaxy to the other. Journeys that used to take our ancestors hundreds, even thousands, of years are made in seconds. I’ve worked out a way to alter the light-drives that make this happen…to travel through time. However, I need a power source to prove my theory.’

‘It’s not a theory any more. That’s the only explanation for how we got here.’

Senetep remained silent as he circled and studied him intently.

Uneasy under such scrutiny, Henry was nevertheless still anxious to impress the alien. ‘Thousands of years separate our cultures, but I’m starting to believe we’re connected in fantastic, unbelievable ways. Your half-man, half-animal creations are regarded as myth and legend in my time.’

Senetep motioned to the art decorating the room. ‘Many cultures express themselves through the arts. We do so through the manipulation of life – the challenge of creation.’

‘I saw your labs,’ Henry said, deliberately inflecting his voice with a tone of disappointment.

Senetep noticed. ‘You don’t approve?’

‘You’re sacrificing one life to create another.’

The overseer stopped short, looking offended. ‘Your Isharkute masters failed to teach you correct protocol.’

‘We don’t have Isharkute masters –’

‘What do you mean?’ Senetep shot back.

‘In the future I come from, there are no Isharkute. We only just discovered evidence of your existence.’

Senetep’s demeanor went cold. His look of intrigue was now poisoned with malice.

‘But that doesn’t mean you don’t exist,’ Henry said, quickly backpedaling. ‘You said this planet was an outpost… Maybe you left for some reason – returned to your home world.’

‘You appear to have an advanced intellect, but beneath that pink fragile flesh, you’re just like every other human being – a pale imitation of your true makers. Nothing more than slaves created in our image.’

‘Slaves! What are you talking about?’

‘You’d still be hanging from trees if not for our intervention. We sped up your evolution, tailoring your genetic sequences to match ours. Your kind now stand upright; you have a precision grip and a larynx to communicate. Your brain size has nearly doubled, just the way our ancestors programmed you.’

‘Why?’ Henry asked, sensing his curiosity was drawing him towards an undeniable truth.

‘Our ancestors travelled the universe for precious metals, visiting countless worlds, accelerating the evolution of select bipedal species to create work forces capable of mining for us when we returned.’

‘That’s why you’re here…to mine!’

‘After millennia, we have more supplies than we could ever use. Now, the human race is nothing more than a source of experimentation and amusement.’

Henry slumped, utterly crestfallen. History was crashing down around him. But this was more than just the foundation of archaeology being destroyed, it was the very origin of the human race. Could these aliens really be the missing link from ape to Homo sapiens? It cast into doubt everything humanity had achieved and suggested human knowledge was just a product of alien intervention.

‘We can’t just be some lab experiment. We evolve and progress in all fields – science, technology, medicine. We even carve a path amongst the stars like you have.’

‘I refuse to believe your species is worth preserving.’

Henry’s heart hammered against his ribs. ‘What do you mean by “preserve”?’

Senetep narrowed his eyes. ‘Because you were created from our DNA, some dissident scientists argue that you hold the code to repair our failing genome. These traitors will be rounded up and silenced.’

‘Maybe we can help one another. If we’re created in your image like you say, then –’

‘No!’ Senetep boomed. ‘I’d rather die than have the scourge of you savages in my veins. You’re slaves, nothing more. With the completion of my device, I can travel back in time to retrieve my ancestor’s DNA and repair our genome. Then, before we leave this backwater planet, I’ll erase every human from existence…ensuring the future you came from no longer exists.’

Henry stood motionless, stifled by the overseer’s intense prejudice.

Senetep waved him away and he shuffled across the room in a stupefied daze, escorted to the lift by the two warriors. This upside-down reality was too hard to accept. He felt hollow, like his soul had just been torn out and stomped on.

‘Before you die, you may be of some use to me,’ Senetep said just as the lift doors began to close. ‘Your fate will be decided in the Pyramid of Trials.’ 


— CHAPTER 13 —
LEGACY

Sean dreamt of suffocation – a dark, inescapable smothering. He was drowning, gasping for the smallest wisp of air. The harder he fought, the worse it became. On the verge of defeat, a sliver of rational thought quelled his spiraling panic.

It’s just a dream!

He calmed. The echo of distant voices pulled him from his nightmare into a semi-conscious state. His paralysed body wasn’t ready to wake, but he managed to force his eyes half-open. Blurred shapes moved through the light, morphing into shadows that vaguely resembled bodies. The voices cleared.

‘We must return these humans to the capital. Disobeying Senetep’s orders is punishable by death.’

‘No. We must study them further,’ another voice replied in a measured, mature tone.

One of the hazy shapes stooped over him. ‘He’s almost conscious.’

Sean felt a sting in his arm and the looming elongated head came into focus. He gasped and jerked upright to find himself sitting on a gurney flanked by his two alien captors. They were inside an expansive tent deep in the jungle. A cacophony of birdcalls and monkey screeches enveloped them and lively shadows of foliage danced across the ceiling. Cases full of scientific equipment and survival gear were stacked around the tent, just like his dad’s expeditions. The aliens kept their distance and observed him with an inquisitive, yet apprehensive disposition.

Sean felt weirdly out of place, as though he were the alien intruder.

The taller bearded alien spoke in a calming, non-threatening manner. ‘We’ve placed organic translators in your ears. Their auditory tendrils have attached themselves to your eardrum. We’re speaking our native language. Do you understand?’

Sean managed a petrified nod. Listening to the alien speak was like watching a badly dubbed foreign movie. He touched the back of his ears and discovered squidgy lumps under his skin. Pressing them made him feel dizzy.

‘My name’s Horumbut,’ the older alien said, ‘and this is my son, Nocao.’

Sean was caught off guard by the well-mannered alien. Horumbut looked wise and well lived, with gentle eyes. The younger alien seemed uneasy and impatient. He was slimmer, and probably just a little taller than himself.

‘Are you aliens?’ Sean whispered nervously.

‘We are Isharkute,’ Horumbut said.

‘What are you?’ Nocao shot back instantly.

Sean spoke a little louder. ‘I-I’m human… My name’s Sean Livingstone –’

‘Sheeawwn,’ Nocao repeated in a crude, slightly mocking tone.

Sean nodded tentatively. ‘Where’s my friend William?’

Horumbut stepped aside, revealing William lying face down and unconscious on the adjacent gurney. His arms dangled lifelessly over the edge.

Sean’s heart skipped a beat. He’s dead!.

Horumbut held a crystalline card over William’s chest that displayed a live x-ray of his beating heart. The image highlighted a small circular object with two protruding wires embedded near his heart.

‘What is this device?’ Horumbut asked. ‘The charge from our stun-net damaged it.’

‘It’s a pacemaker,’ Sean replied with surprise. William had never mentioned it and always seemed so strong and healthy.

‘What’s a pace-maker?’ Nocao asked.

‘It helps people with heart problems – makes it beat properly.’

‘Where did he acquire it?’ Horumbut asked. ‘It’s not Isharkute technology.’

‘We made it. I mean…not me, but the people from my time. Doctors and scientists.’

‘That confirms their DNA results were correct,’ Nocao said eagerly.

‘What DNA results?’ Sean asked.

‘Our examinations found traces of temporal radiation in your DNA, indicating you travelled through time,’ Horumbut said.

‘I can’t believe it!’ Sean gasped. ‘How far back have we come? Is it ten thousand years?’

Horumbut nodded. ‘Somewhere in that vicinity.’

‘Wow! So it was a time machine. Did you build it?’

Nocao glared at him with a look of suspicion. ‘Were you sent here by Senetep?’

‘Who’s that?’

Nocao and Horumbut regarded each other with alarmed expressions. ‘That means Senetep finished the device,’ Nocao said. ‘But where’d he get the power source? He was forbidden to activate it.’

‘I don’t know, but the arrival of these humans begs more questions.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sean cut in.

‘Your existence proves Overseer Senetep was successful, but does not explain why your DNA has three strands, instead of two, like every other human inhabiting this planet.’

‘If I’m on Earth… That doesn’t make sense. I don’t know much about genetics, but if they’re my ancestors, shouldn’t our DNA be the same?’

‘It should, but it’s not,’ Horumbut said. ‘It appears that over time, the human being evolves…and you’re a living example.’

Sean fell silent. The word evolving sounded ominous. It conjured images of his body, twisted and deformed, like something from a horror movie. ‘Into what?’ he asked dubiously.

‘Us,’ Horumbut replied with an equal amount of apprehension.

Nocao stepped between them. ‘Father, you should not say any more.’

‘I understand your concerns, but this human might be our one hope for survival.’

Nocao held his tongue, but Sean could see his frustration building. For aliens, their interactions were remarkably human. ‘Survival?’ Sean asked. ‘Are you sick?’

Horumbut gestured to William. ‘Like your friend here, we once resorted to mechanical technology to solve our medical problems. That was many generations ago. Exploring the universe, we’ve discovered countless life forms. We biologically altered many of them to enhance our species. For generations, we consumed the best a world had to offer. We rebuilt ourselves with bigger hearts, eyes that could see in different light spectrums, ear translators – like the ones you’re using. We made ourselves stronger. Faster. More intelligent. But ultimately, our meddling has become our downfall. Now we have a degrading genome, riddled with so many species… It threatens the future of our race.’

‘What’s happening to you?’ Sean asked. ‘You don’t look sick.’

‘All Isharkute are born male. Once we reach about four hundred years old, we go into hibernation and transform into life-bearers.’

‘You turn into females…mothers!’

Horumbut nodded. ‘Very few emerged from hibernation after the last cycle. Hidden mutagens have disrupted our DNA codes. Our bodies cannot rewrite themselves, and those that transform have been unable to reproduce. We’re afraid the current generation may be our last. However, your third DNA strand has the potential to repair the gaps in ours.’

‘How’s that possible? Aren’t we completely different species?’

‘Not entirely,’ Horumbut replied.

Nocao paced the tent, keeping his eye on the sky outside. ‘We could be under surveillance. If he was captured by Senetep and questioned, you’d be –’

‘Nocao is justifiably nervous,’ Horumbut said. ‘My theory has caused controversy throughout the Empire, and Overseer Senetep has made it clear my beliefs will not be tolerated.’

Sean listened intently as Horumbut went on to explain the history between their species. His wonder slowly manifested into disappointment. He’d always dreamt of his ancestors being visited by alien life forms – intellectual beings that willingly shared their knowledge to advance our civilisation – never really considering the human race was designed to be slaves. The revelation made him feel even more lonesome. ‘If we’re so important, then you can’t let my friend die.’

Horumbut stared at him keenly, then motioned to Nocao.

Nocao plucked a vial from a metallic case and placed it inside a syringe gun. He injected the vial into William’s side and they flipped him onto his back.

‘What are you doing?’ Sean asked.

‘Removing your friend’s pacemaker before it kills him. One injection of Antipone cells will permanently repair the electrical rhythms of his heart.’

‘What’s an Antipone?’

‘It’s a unique sea creature that lives deep on an ocean planet. Its body is comprised of ninety per cent heart muscle.’

Horumbut placed his hands on William’s chest with a knowing touch, as though his fingertips could sense what lay beneath. He picked up a pen-like tool and switched it on, creating a small blue laser. It pierced William’s skin with a whiff of cauterised flesh and cut precisely through his dermal layers. His eyelids twitched as Horumbut’s long fingers delved into the incision.

Sean grimaced as if he could feel the alien fingers inside his own body. ‘Is he in pain? You should give him an anesthetic or something –’

Horumbut yanked the glistening pacemaker from William’s chest with a thick spurt of blood. Sean felt woozy, but couldn’t turn away. Their brutal-yet-advanced medical techniques were fascinating. Nocao applied a plasma-coloured salve to the wound, which immediately fused the skin, leaving only a slight blemish of a scar. Nocao was merely a teenager, but his experience easily overshadowed any doctor from the twentieth century.

William shot upright, clutching his chest, staring at the pacemaker in Horumbut’s bloodied hand. ‘That’s n-not what I think it is?’ he spluttered.

‘They repaired your heart,’ Sean said.

‘Repaired my heart! Did I miss something here?’

Sean smiled. It was good to have his friend back. ‘I have a lot to explain.’

‘You sure do,’ William said, watching Horumbut place the pacemaker on the workbench and wipe his hands. He listened attentively as Sean brought him up to speed on their situation. His condition gradually improved and at the end of their conversation, he sprang off the gurney and picked up the pacemaker. ‘Damn thing always felt like a stone in my chest.’

‘Your heart’s now fifty per cent stronger,’ Horumbut said.

William placed the pacemaker down. ‘It’s not every day you get to meet your makers. I’ve got a few thousand questions.’

‘Ask your thousand questions,’ Horumbut replied in a bemused, but serious tone.

Sean smiled with amusement at the alien’s literal interpretation.

‘Why are you on Earth?’ William asked.

‘Only life-bearers remain on our home world. The Emperor has decreed we shall not return until we find a cure for our affliction.’

‘What about all of this equipment? What does it do?’

‘We use it to study the human tribes and collect samples.’

‘Why’d you build the pyramids?’ Sean cut in.

‘They’re communication beacons to our home planet,’ Nocao answered. ‘Our ancestors built them when they first arrived, many generations ago. As a sign of respect to our Empire, the pyramids we build on any planet are aligned to represent the three stars in our home galaxy.’

‘The Belt of Orion,’ Sean said, realising he already knew.

Horumbut projected a holographic map of the universe from a small crystalline card.

Fascinated, William waved his hand through the image as it zoomed into a distant cluster of stars.

Sean instantly recognised the alignment. ‘That’s Sirius A, the Dog Star, in the Canis Major system. In ancient Egypt, it was the most important star in the night sky. Their mythology revolved around its existence. They believed their god Osiris came from there. In modern astronomy, it’s known as a stellar nursery. Stars are born there.’

‘For a child, your knowledge of the universe is impressive,’ Horumbut said.

‘It’s amazing. The ancient Egyptian gods were actually founded in truth,’ William said.

‘We are not gods,’ Horumbut said.

‘But over time, your existence becomes the stuff of legend,’ Sean said.

‘We can fill in the blanks later,’ William said. ‘What I wanna know is, if we’re ten thousand years in the past, how do we get home?’

Horumbut typed over his crystal card and the star hologram shimmered into the pedestal from the Hall of Records. ‘Senetep’s scientists finished building the device a few days ago, but Emperor Neberun decreed it was too dangerous to activate and denied Senetep the energy crystal needed to power it.’

‘If it isn’t powered, then how did we get here?’

‘At some point in the future, it must become active.’

‘Why’s it so dangerous?’

‘It creates a gravitational singularity –’

‘A black hole,’ Sean added enthusiastically.

Horumbut nodded. ‘It opens wormholes through space and time, but it has the potential to devour an entire solar system if the rupture doesn’t close.’

‘Without the energy crystal, how do we get home?’ Sean asked.

‘You cannot,’ Horumbut said bluntly.

‘Why’d you build it if you can’t turn it on?’ William asked.

‘The race to save our species is becoming desperate. Senetep built the device in an attempt to send a traveller back to retrieve pure Isharkute DNA from our ancestors. But without a device existing in the past to anchor the traveller, the calculations to travel backwards in time are unpredictable. Even if we could find and store our DNA for rediscovery in the future, it’s prone to degrading. I have argued there’s no need for time travel and that a cure could be found in human DNA, since it was created from ours long before the affliction. You’re living proof that my theory is right.’

‘Well, you already have our DNA, so you can test your theories for as long as you want,’ William said, ‘but Sean’s dad came through with us. His name’s Henry Livingstone and we need to find him…then we can work on a way of gettin’ us home.’

‘We don’t bargain with humans!’ Nocao barked.

Horumbut raised a hand, silencing his son, and then focused on Sean. ‘Your father’s being tested in the Pyramid of Trials.’

‘What’s the Pyramid of Trials?’ Sean asked.

‘A maze of puzzles and traps designed to filter candidates for Senetep’s hybrid program.’

‘It’s better he does not survive,’ Nocao added coldly.

‘Unfortunately, Nocao’s right. Under the circumstances, your father would be better off dead than what awaits him if he survives.’

Sean stared at William, going cold at the thought of what he just heard.

William had a strange, petrified look on his face, like he was about to jump off a cliff. He suddenly lunged for something between the stacked boxes and pulled out a stave. The forks snapped open with a crackle of energy. ‘You’re gonna help us rescue Henry and find a crystal to power that machine,’ he said in a loud, yet undeniably nervous voice.

Sean gaped at his friend. He was just as surprised as the aliens. 


— CHAPTER 14 —
PYRAMID OF TRIALS

Henry watched the setting sun with an overwhelming sense of dread. He was flying north, guarded by four warriors in a vessel the Isharkute called a ‘marauder’. Overseer Senetep’s final words repeated in his mind: Your fate will be decided in the Pyramid of Trials. It sounded like a death sentence. His career had placed him in dangerous corners of the globe more often than he cared to remember, but the abductions, ransoms, and death threats from fortune-hunting mercenaries were nothing compared to the callous brutality of the Isharkute.

He clenched his fists to stop the trembling and glanced at his captors. There was no compassion to be found in their cold steel-blue eyes.

They veered steeply, following the course of the Nile. A flock of white cranes took flight beneath them, gliding over the mouth of the river as it opened into the ocean. Henry watched the shoreline disappear, and with it, any hope of escaping.

Three pyramids emerged like a mountain range ahead, each one jutting out from the ocean like an island. Their metallic surfaces reflected the sunset with a brilliant orange glow.

They descended towards the central pyramid and touched down on a vast landing platform that extended from the main entrance. Another marauder landed beside them, and the Isharkute forced a group of twenty or so terrified humans onto the platform. They were a mix of dark- and light-skinned people who wore basic woven clothing and beaded jewelry.

Henry studied them, thinking they were probably the earliest generations of the isolated hunter-gatherers who joined to form Africa’s first civilisations.

The warriors forced Henry amongst the group and herded them towards the pyramid. There was no discrimination. Men, women, and children wept and wailed like some bizarre funeral procession. Their cries and protestations repeated one word with absolute fear. Death.

Henry’s heart raced with alarm. He peered over the mob, looking for a way to escape. Land was kilometres away and the steep slopes of the adjacent pyramids were insurmountable. He was stranded.

A woman caught his eye. Instead of crying like the others, she seemed interested in him. Her complexion was fair, almost European, and her intelligent hazel-coloured eyes made her stand out from the group.

Henry stepped towards her, gesturing to himself. ‘My name’s Henry.’

She gave him a perplexed look and darted away, not wanting to draw attention to herself. Henry realised she couldn’t understand him. It was doubtful the Isharkute wasted translator organisms on every human – only ones they needed to communicate with. A commotion sounded from the rear of the group and the guards callously prodded a young boy to catch up.

‘He’s just a child,’ Henry protested, wheeling around to help the boy. ‘Leave him alone.’

The humans lowered their heads, ignoring his effort to assist one of their group. They were definitely wary of showing defiance in the eyes of their alien captors.

‘Keep walking, meat!’ the closest guard barked, brandishing his stave.

‘We’re not animals,’ Henry said, taking the terrified boy’s hand.

The guard barreled at Henry and knocked him to his knees. The boy scampered into the group, who were now taking a wide berth around the commotion. Henry sensed the alien moving in again. His anger swelled with a rush of adrenaline and he spun around to wrestle the stave from the guard. He had severely underestimated the alien’s strength. With a powerful flip, he found himself sprawled on the platform, head jammed between the forks.

The guard increased the energy until his skull felt like it was cracking apart, then disengaged the stave and kicked him in the back. ‘Get up or die.’

Henry rolled onto his elbows and the platform swayed fiercely beneath him. There was no way he could stand in this condition.

A helping hand hoisted him to his feet. His vision sharpened to find the woman with hazel eyes. She kept him steady as they shuffled towards the pyramid entrance.

‘Thank you,’ he panted.

The woman furrowed her brow. It was obvious she couldn’t understand him, but his friendly tone appeared to comfort her and she returned a nervous, fleeting smile. ‘Khearu,’ she whispered back.

‘Thank you, Khearu,’ Henry said, forcing himself to stand a little straighter.

The pyramid’s interior resembled a noisy industrial factory, breathing and vibrating like some angry mechanical beast. The Isharkute rounded their prisoners into the centre of a circular grilled floor. A shot of steam hissed from below and the group clutched one another, screaming and crying.

Henry pitied them, for what he knew was machinery, they surely considered a living hell.

The main entrance closed, devouring them like a monstrous mouth. Two men panicked and made a break for freedom through the walls of steam. The guards whipped out their staves, crystal ends forward. The forks now acted like a brace against their shoulder as they fired a devastating blue laser. Whipping them in a figure eight motion, they adeptly de-limbed and decapitated the two men. The cauterised body parts rolled across the platform as though the men had fallen apart as they ran.

Henry felt the blood rush from his face.

An imposing Isharkute emerged from the steam and the guards snapped to attention. His face bore a long scar that stretched from his left cheek to the back of his neck. His muscular limbs were striped with hundreds of scars, each one a light shade of purple against his pale skin. Just like the precious stones of his plaited beard, he displayed the scars proudly, like medals of honour. His armor and tunic were highly decorated with gold embossed glyphs. The enigmatic alien circled the group, glaring through the steam at each hapless face until finally settling on him.

‘They say you have a name,’ the alien said.

Henry squared his shoulders. ‘Henry Livingstone. Are you an overseer?’

‘Ranatar, First Commander to Overseer Senetep,’ the alien replied with authority. ‘I don’t usually watch human meat enter the trials, but you’re a curious specimen and may provide some entertainment.’

The guards hurled the dismembered body parts back amongst the group.

‘Commander Ranatar,’ Henry said with respect, ‘those men didn’t need to die.’

‘Some fresh blood to stir up the beasts,’ Ranatar said. ‘Makes little difference; most of you will die anyway. These trials will sort the weak from the strong, the brave from the fearful, the worthy from the unworthy. If you make it through, you’ll have the honor of entering our hybrid program.’

‘I’ve seen your labs,’ Henry returned with disgust.

‘Then you’re fortunate to be in one piece,’ Ranatar quipped. ‘Start the trials!’

The circular grill they were standing on shuddered and lowered into the depths of the pyramid. The humans whimpered and huddled in fear.

Henry stared defiantly at Ranatar as they descended.

The platform jolted to a stop in a dimly lit lower corridor. The circular opening through which they had dropped closed like a giant iris, sealing them to their fate.

Henry took a nervous breath and waited for his eyes to adjust. The humidity was stifling and the corridor dripped with condensation. In one direction, the corridor sloped steeply upwards. The opposite was barred off with a metal gate. Khearu stuck close to him as he moved down the corridor, her presence giving him a boost of confidence.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll find a way out of this place.’

They approached the gate and had to block their noses from the horrible stench. A deep grunt echoed from beyond. Khearu took a step back. Her panicked breathing echoed all around. A massive green snout pressed up against the gate and snorted, blasting them with a steamy, putrid breath.

Henry reeled back. ‘Okay…I think we should go the other way.’

The gate rumbled to life and lifted to unleash the monster. Henry grabbed Khearu by the arm and raced back to the others. ‘You all have to move. Now!’

The group stared at him with confused, terrified expressions.

‘Death!’ Khearu cried in the language they understood.

They scattered in panic along the corridor, tripping and falling over each other. Henry raced ahead in an attempt to scale the steep slope, but even with shoes, he failed to get a grip on the slick metal surface. Far above, the slope opened into another corridor. It was the only way out. The walls on either side were completely smooth, with no purchase for climbing.

The beast bellowed down the corridor and the mob scrambled onto the impassable slope, crawling over one another to get higher. Their ineptitude was a pitiful sight, but reminded Henry of Senetep’s comment: You will be tested. This was more than just a physical test; there was an intellectual element as well.

He looked around for a clue, and there it was, sitting in the wall – a panel divided into thirty-six squares, with a diagonal line that dissected them from the upper left corner to the bottom right.

‘It can’t be that easy,’ he said to himself.

Henry raced over and pushed the bottom right square. It retracted into the panel and the first two metres of slope rotated to form stairs. He turned to find two more attentive faces behind Khearu, a burly Egyptian man with a tough demeanor and the boy from the landing platform. The man gestured to himself. ‘Pamose!’

The boy jumped in eagerly.’ Anen!’

Their willingness to learn and communicate proved to Henry there was hope. ‘Look, it’s simple. Follow the diagonal line,’ he said, pressing the corresponding squares. The entire slope rotated to form stairs just as the thunderous footsteps closed in behind them.

Then it hit with a blur of teeth and fleshy gums.

The massive jaws ripped through the group with devastating force, throwing bodies all over the place. It was a huge crocodile, over ten metres in length. Three people were caught in the fray and dragged back by the reptilian tank. One was devoured in a single gulp, while two others dropped from its jaws, bleeding heavily. An injured man tried to crawl away, but the crocodile stomped on his leg, crushing it completely flat. His high-pitched scream drove Henry and the others up the stairs.

‘Keep moving!’ Henry screamed.

He reached the top and turned just as the crocodile devoured a dangling leg from the corner of its jaw. Halfway down the stairs, a boy and girl about seven years old huddled together, screaming to their mortally wounded mother a few metres below. Her steps rotated into a slope and she slid into the jaws of the beast.

Henry noticed the squares ejecting from the panel – they were on a timer!

In seconds, the children would share the same fate.

The creature lumbered in line with Henry as he raced down to grab them. Henry grappled the two children and they leapt clear just as the stairs transformed. More steps would quickly follow, and to make matters worse, the survivors had scrambled down to watch.

‘Get off the stairs!’ Henry screamed.

The crocodile flipped the helpless woman into the air and caught her with a sickening crunch, snapping her like a twig between its jaws.

The next batch of stairs rotated, catching Henry short as he tried to push everyone back. He slipped, barely grasping the last remaining step.

Khearu dove forward to grab him, teetering precariously.

Henry heard the squelch of the last victim being devoured below him.

His grip was faltering…he was next.

A hand reached in to support Khearu. Then another, and another.

To Henry’s relief, the group were overcoming their disabling barrier of fear and oppression. The newfound bravery was a revelation, waking them from their nightmare. They pulled Henry to safety just as the final panel ejected and the top few stairs rotated into a slope.

The crocodile thrashed and hissed for more blood.

Henry stood to look at the grimy, expectant faces. Like it or not, his heroic actions had elevated him to their savior. Leading people was one of his strengths, a skill he’d honed through years of expeditions. He possessed the ability to inspire coworkers and keep morale high, even when the chips were down. But this was no expedition; they were fighting for their lives. Saving these people was going to be a monumental task. And what happened if they survived? Maybe it was better to die a quick death now than be subjected to the crude experiments awaiting them. It infuriated him to think the Isharkute were watching their ordeal with amusement. To be trapped like a lab rat, treated like their lives were nothing.

A desire to seek revenge was growing inside him, and in that moment, he decided to lead these people as far as he could – to prove humans were more than just an experiment. Humans were survivors. Fighters.

The next few hours tested his limits of physical and emotional endurance. They lost many companions to the cunning traps devised to evoke the primal fight-or-flight response. Henry had trouble keeping them together when their natural reaction was to flee. The ones that panicked were impaled on walls of spikes, scorched in searing flames, or lost in one of the many bottomless pits. The fact they hadn’t seen any creatures since the crocodile made him nervous, like the Isharkute were saving the best for last.

There were only five of them now: Khearu, Anen, Pamose, and a young girl, Hemsis. She was slight, but fast. Her alert, intelligent eyes shone brightly through her dirty face and matted hair. Henry admired her confidence, considering she had lost her mother and sister a few hours before.

He led them up a flight of stairs to a landing with a water trough and a scattering of fruit. His first thought was to warn them, but they were all so hungry and dehydrated, nothing could stop their appetites.

‘Eat slowly,’ Henry said. ‘Don’t bloat your stomachs in case we need to run.’

He liked talking to them, thinking he was offering them a small amount of comfort. As they drank and ate, he investigated the end of the corridor. It ended with a wall covered in randomly placed rungs, separated by no more than an arm’s reach. Halfway up the wall, certain rungs were colour-coded, and at the very top, daylight spilled in from an exit. His spirits lifted, but so too did his trepidation and he returned to sit next to Khearu.

She handed him a piece of fruit. ‘You are brave. You fight the gods to save us.’

Henry shook his head, thinking how far the Isharkute were from gods. He took her hand in his and spoke earnestly, hoping she could understand his positive inflection. ‘You saved yourselves.’

Hemsis shrieked in fright. Everyone bolted upright.

A waist-high gleaming black scorpion appeared out of nowhere, its poison-laced stinger menacingly poised to attack.

‘Don’t move!’ Henry snapped, moving behind the water trough.

The scorpion scuttled forward aggressively, clacking its pincers at them.

Pamose shielded Hemsis and kicked back in defence. His foot slid across its slippery shell and he landed on his backside. The scorpion’s stinger struck with lightning speed, bouncing off the floor beside him with a crack. Pamose rolled Hemsis out of the way.

The creature struck again.

Pamose flinched to avoid the stinger and it grazed his forearm.

Henry toppled the water trough with one mighty heave, sending a wave of water down the corridor that washed the scorpion over the edge. Everyone except Pamose raced to the final wall. He was already lagging dangerously behind and sweating, with a sickly green complexion.

Henry inspected his wound. It wasn’t a full sting, but enough for the poison to break through the skin. He whipped his belt off and tied it around Pamose’s arm. ‘This’ll help.’

They started climbing. Hemsis scaled the rungs like a monkey to reach the halfway point, and the choice of a blue- or red-coloured rung to continue. She leapt onto the red rung and it pulled down like a lever, opening the wall beneath them.

Countless scorpions poured into the corridor. Their sharp legs hammered the metal floor like gunshots as they crawled over one another, filling the corridor in a black seething mass of death.

‘Climb faster!’ Henry cried. He caught up to Pamose, who was becoming more delirious with every rung. Henry tried to push him up, but he was a dead weight. Khearu reached a juncture of colour-coded rungs and grabbed a white one. It clunked down and vibrated through the wall. A series of spikes shot out above her, cascading down to skewer her from head to toe.

‘Jump!’ Henry screamed, reaching out.

Khearu stalled, staring in terror at the sea of stingers and salivating mandibles clacking away below. Zing! A spike shot out just above her head and she leapt.

Henry caught her hand and swung her onto the rungs beneath him.

Hemsis and Anen had quickly learnt to avoid the coloured rungs and reached the top. Khearu and Henry overtook Pamose on adjacent rungs.

‘You can do it. Just a few more,’ Henry said.

Pamose locked his arm around the rung and shook his head. His eyes were drifting, sweat pouring from his brow.

‘Don’t close your eyes,’ Henry said sternly. ‘Keep climbing. You’re almost there.’

Pamose grunted deliriously.

Henry climbed above him and lowered his boot. ‘Hold on!’

Pamose accepted the lifeline and Henry climbed, agonisingly stretching to avoid the coloured rungs. His palms burned under the extra weight. Pamose’s grip was rock-solid, so it was either make it to the top or be pulled down with the Egyptian. Henry gritted his teeth and hauled with everything he had.

Once at the top, it took all of them to lift Pamose over the edge. Henry collapsed in utter exhaustion. His hands were bleeding and his arms felt twice as long, but they’d made it to safety. It was a small victory in human resilience – something worth proving to the Isharkute.

The doorway behind them was bathed in welcoming sunlight.

Henry led them outside to a sky crammed with marauders and other vessels. Thousands of Isharkute had arrived to witness their emergence from the pyramid. They may have survived, but they were still trapped. The precipice on which they stood was halfway up the pyramid, with a lethal slope stretching beneath them to the landing platform and platoons of warriors.

Senetep, Ranatar, and two warriors quietly appeared from the pyramid behind them.

Henry spun around and pulled the children close. The malice that dominated Senetep’s gaze at their previous meeting was gone. Was it admiration he saw in the alien’s eyes now?

‘You made it farther than any other human,’ Senetep said. ‘You taught these savages the power of unity and rational thinking in the face of danger.’

Henry sensed a sliver of hope. ‘They’ve earned their freedom. Let them go.’

‘No human has ever had the courage to ask anything of me. What makes you think you’re any different?’

‘I’m valuable to you… I can give you information about the future.’

‘No. You will be dissected in my hybrid program. We will save the parts of your body that please us and feed the rest to our livestock. One day, you may have the privilege of fighting for me in the Great Arena.’

The warriors moved behind them, shunting them back inside the pyramid. Pamose, still semi-delirious, sprang into action. He rammed his shoulder into the closest warrior, knocking him over the edge. Ranatar whipped around, his weapon charged to fire.

‘No, wait!’ Henry screamed.

Ranatar blasted Pamose clear off the platform and he tumbled down the pyramid like a rag doll, his body crackling with residual energy.

Ranatar shifted his aim to Henry. ‘Insubordinate meat.’

Anen, Hemsis, and Khearu clung to Henry as he raised his hands in surrender. He was starting to think he should have let them die rather than subject them to what was coming next. 


— CHAPTER 15 —
ATLANTIS

‘You’re taking us to the Pyramid of Trials,’ William demanded, stave firmly aimed at Horumbut and Nocao.

‘That’s suicide,’ Nocao snapped.

‘Then you’d better think of something.’

Taking control of the situation by force would not have been Sean’s first choice of action. He considered himself a problem-solver, not a fighter. Unfortunately, William’s aggressive manoeuvre only complicated their situation. They needed to appeal to Horumbut’s diplomatic side, not Nocao’s hot-tempered demeanor. The brazen alien looked anxious to wrestle the stave from William at the slightest opportunity.

Sean felt compelled to intervene, even though his suggestion would undermine William’s actions. He bit his lip, but the words slipped from his mouth. ‘Maybe we should think of something…together.’

William shot him a hesitant glance.

Horumbut was quick to nod in agreement. ‘You’re right. There’s another way to rescue your father – it involves us working together.’

‘We’ve already placed ourselves in danger harboring these humans,’ Nocao said.

‘Considering their importance, they’re worth the risk,’ Horumbut said, placing a reaffirming hand on his son’s shoulder. Nocao shrugged him off.

‘What’s your plan?’ Sean asked.

‘We avoid all local overseers and go straight to Emperor Neberun in the capital. Explain how the cure for our race exists in your DNA. Once he realises your importance, he’ll order Senetep to hand over your father.’

‘No! We should keep hidden,’ Nocao argued. ‘Open a secure communication to the capital and send them our findings in advance –’

‘If Senetep intercepted the signal, none of us would make it out of here alive. We must deliver these humans personally.’

‘Then what?’ William asked. ‘That doesn’t sound like much of a plan for gettin’ us home. You think your Emperor’s just gonna hand over the crystal and let us go? What if he decides to keep us prisoner?’

‘Your existence is inevitable proof the time machine works – and will eventually find a power source. Once we have your DNA, there’s no need to keep you in this timeframe. We’ll argue that your presence could be causing irreparable damage to the future of things and you should return to your own time. But we must move…before Senetep subjects Henry to his hybrid program.’

‘What happens then?’ Sean asked.

‘He’ll be dissected and used to build hybrids,’ Nocao said coldly.

The grisly vision of his dad’s dismembered body motivated Sean to resolve the situation one way or another and he leapt in front of William, arms up. ‘Put down the weapon, Will. We can’t do this alone. We need their help… Please!’

William lowered the stave with a disgruntled sigh and disengaged the forks. Nocao wrenched the weapon from his hands and placed it down between them, as if to say, it’s here if you dare.

‘Tell us about the hybrid program,’ William said.

‘A fundamental part of our culture is the creation of life,’ Horumbut said. ‘Our hybrid program focuses on building creatures for a battleground called the Great Arena. It’s a lucrative business, and one that distracts the masses from our real problems. Many high-ranking scientists are paid handsomely for their exotic creations, and winners are highly respected. Only those with enough wealth, power, and ingenuity to assemble a worthy team of fighters can succeed. Senetep’s rise to the position of overseer is due to his victorious sweep in the Great Arena. Your father would be a valuable addition to his latest team.’

‘Then we have to reach the Emperor before that happens,’ Sean said.

‘Senetep’s already increased border patrols since your arrival,’ Nocao said. ‘If they capture us, these humans will be wasted in his hybrid program…and we’ll be put to death.’

Horumbut sighed. ‘Either way, we have a death sentence. Our race has one or two generations left, at most. We must act now. These humans are the legacy of our ancestors. They not only remind us of our past mistakes, they can teach us about where our species is headed. This is a crucial turning point in the survival of our culture.’

Sean was surprised how Horumbut’s speech echoed his dad’s after discovering the doors to the Hall of Records. Their price for that knowledge was not without its danger, and reminded him how many times they’d escaped death. The assassins, the traps, and even time travel. Survival wasn’t always based on careful decision-making, but rather, gut instinct – a notion Nocao seemed reluctant to embrace.

‘Sometimes you need to go with your gut,’ Sean said.

‘Our gut?’ Nocao scowled.

Sean swallowed the nervous lump in his throat. ‘You know – your best instinct.’

Nocao stared at Sean like he wanted to kill him, then conceded with a grunt.

‘Good! We’ll pack what we need and leave immediately,’ Horumbut said.

William gripped Sean’s arm. ‘Nice work, mate. Your dad would be proud.’

Sean flushed with pride. Horumbut pointed him to the contents of his backpack, which had been laid out carefully on a workbench. He opened his laptop, and to his dismay, the shattered LCD screen broke loose.

Once packed, Nocao ushered them to a sleek vessel sitting in the shade of a nearby clearing. It was about the size of a small plane, but without the wings. The elongated reflective hull tapered off to a sharp aerodynamic tail. Sean couldn’t help thinking it looked like a large horizontal teardrop. Inside, the clean, minimalist interior was dominated by a massive windscreen. There were no physical controls anywhere; just glass panels illuminated with data streams and touchscreens.

Horumbut sat in one of the two pilot seats, prepping for takeoff.

‘Incredible,’ William whispered.

Sean chuckled to himself. His friend’s passion as a gadget junkie just hit a whole new level. Nocao entered and the door silently slid shut behind him. ‘This is amazing,’ Sean said, taking a seat behind Horumbut.

William ran his hand across the panels. ‘What powers your technology?’

‘A crystal from the Sargosa Prime system,’ Horumbut said. ‘The age and resonance of the crystal determines its power.’

‘Can we see it?’ Sean asked.

Nocao ignored the request, but a sharp look from his father forced him to respond. He approached the rear of the cabin and inserted a small crystal card into a panel. An opaque canister ejected and the craft powered down. Inside the canister hovered a glowing blue crystal about the size of a small coin.

‘That powers your ship?’ William said.

Nocao held it up proudly. ‘Yes, and will do so for over a century, with no waste or emissions.’

‘That’s awesome,’ Sean said. ‘If we had your sort of power source, we’d be so much better off.’

Nocao returned the crystal to the chamber and the craft hummed back to life.

‘Why is that?’ Horumbut asked.

‘We burn fossil fuels to make power,’ Sean said. ‘We’ve polluted the planet for a long time, and now we’re paying for it. Our forests are disappearing, climates are changing. The polar ice caps are melting. The planet’s really suffering.’

‘But if we had a crystal like that,’ William said, ‘it would solve a lotta problems.’

‘Our cultures may be millennia apart, but it seems we already have ways to help each other,’ Horumbut said.

‘I hope so,’ Sean replied, feeling more positive about their situation.

Nocao piloted them clear of the jungle canopy straight up into the clear blue sky. He manipulated the controls and the vessel’s floor vanished, revealing a straight drop down to the jungle.

Sean seized his seat, thinking he was about to fall.

Nocao grinned at his discomfort and Sean forced himself to look down to spite the alien. The visual effect was seamless, as though there was nothing below them. He placed his foot down to find the floor still there, although completely invisible.

‘How’d you do that?’ William asked, already testing the effect with his hand.

‘Our hull is constructed from crystalline panels,’ Nocao said. ‘Their opacity can be manipulated to give us a clear view in any direction.’

William laughed. ‘Unbelievable!’

The jungle became a blur as they accelerated, completely devoid of g-forces. Horumbut activated a holographic map of the Earth and plotted their course to the Emperor’s capital. Sean quickly noticed something different about the map. The major continents looked familiar, except for a massive landmass west of Africa. The fabled continent of Atlantis instantly sprang to mind. He moved closer with a surge of excitement, unable to take his eyes off the hologram. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

William sat forward, a mix of intrigue and excitement lighting up his gaze. ‘It seems to be in the right place – the North Atlantic Ocean…’

‘What’s this island?’ Sean asked. ‘It doesn’t exist in our time.’

‘The Emperor’s capital,’ Nocao said.

The structures dominating the continent resembled many of the artist impressions Sean had seen in his research. It was concentric in design, with buildings, harbors, and sea walls radiating out from a central arena. There was no doubt in his mind they were looking at the fabled lost city.

‘We’re going to Atlantis!’ Sean said, amazed the words just left his mouth.

Horumbut spun around. ‘What happened to it?’

‘We don’t know. Legends say it was consumed by fire and sank into the ocean. I read every book I could find and have heaps of information about it on my computer. You could look at it…but I think it’s busted.’

‘We can try to transfer your information into our onboard system. It can be used as further evidence to convince Emperor Neberun of your story.’

‘Okay,’ Sean said tentatively. He’d lost a few hard drives in the past and was well aware of the risk. If they got the power wrong, all his work would be lost. It wasn’t like he had backups readily available. Once it was gone, that was it – countless hours of research erased with a single surge of alien energy.

William tried to explain how to regulate the power, but Nocao had never heard of amps and voltages. Nocao placed the laptop on the control panel and Isharkute glyphs illuminated around it. He assessed the data and typed across the panel.

Sean felt the whir of his laptop fan spinning. ‘That’s it!’

Nocao fine-tuned the power induction and Sean’s computer booted up, the video bypassing the shattered LCD screen to display on the vessel’s panel. It finished loading and presented a wallpaper of the future Sphinx and Great Pyramid in all their dilapidated ruin.

Horumbut and Nocao stared in silence.

Sean smiled to himself – he’d finally caught them on the back foot. He had seen the image a million times, yet to these two aliens, it was a perplexing window into their own future. Sean navigated to a folder called Atlantis and activated a slideshow of artist interpretations of the mythical city. ‘In our time, Atlantis hasn’t been found. No relics or anything. Most archaeologists believe it’s just a myth – but it’s a myth that always ends the same…destroyed by some kind of cataclysm.’

‘It’s no longer a myth,’ William said.

‘It seems inevitable that Emperor Neberun’s capital will be destroyed at some point in the future,’ Horumbut said.

‘We should warn the Emperor,’ Nocao said.

‘No. We can’t risk changing the course of history…or the future. We must continue without trying to preempt events.’ Horumbut turned to Sean. ‘What else do you use this computer device for?’

‘Surf the web. Listen to music. Watch TV and movies. You know, social network and all that.’ Horumbut and Nocao looked suitably confused. ‘Here, let me show you what I do.’ He opened his Genesis program and it created a map of the universe. ‘I use it for work as well. I created a program called Genesis. It maps the movement of the solar system for the last…I mean, the next ten thousand years. You said Senetep’s time machine creates a wormhole. This map shows you where every star will be positioned for the next ten thousand years.’

Horumbut looked impressed. ‘Using your DNA’s unique temporal signature in combination with this star map, we could determine the exact position of this planet in relation to the galaxy and lock in more precise arrival dates in the future.’

‘Wow. I never thought it would help us get home.’

‘But first, we need the crystal,’ William said.

Horumbut nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Show us more of the future,’ Nocao demanded.

Sean closed Genesis and created a slide show of global cities from London to New York, and historic landmarks from the Eiffel Tower to the Sydney Opera House. Each image was irrefutable evidence to present to the Emperor. An alarm droned through the craft and the aliens slipped back into their pilot seats.

‘What is it?’ William asked.

‘Senetep’s patrols have discovered us,’ Horumbut said. ‘They want us to return.’

Sean peered around as Nocao made the side and rear walls of their vessel clear. Two marauders flanked their sides and a third dropped in directly behind them, guns aimed, ready to fire. ‘Can we outrun them?’

‘We’re almost at the border,’ Nocao said. ‘If we make it across, they risk retaliation.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This planet is divided into zones where each overseer has complete autonomy,’ Horumbut said. ‘Laws and political views change from zone to zone. Some overseers are more sympathetic to humans than others.’

‘I’m guessin’ Senetep’s pretty low on the sympathy list,’ William said.

‘I can make it to the border,’ Nocao said, fingers paused over the controls, ready to slide into action.

‘We can’t. Our cargo is too valuable to risk.’

‘If we return, Senetep will kill them – then us!’

‘They will shoot us down if we don’t comply.’

‘I can outmanoeuvre them.’

‘No! We can’t take the chance.’

‘But we have to do something!’

Horumbut spun around in his seat, assessing Sean and William with interest. He took his time to reply, and did so in a calm, confident tone. ‘There might be a way to make Senetep see reason. Turn us around.’

Nocao sat defiantly, hands locked on the controls, refusing to alter their coordinates.

‘Now!’ Horumbut commanded with unquestionable authority.

Nocao groaned through clenched lips and turned their vessel around.

For the first time since their capture, Sean believed Nocao was right – his gut instinct was screaming at him to flee, not surrender. 


— CHAPTER 16 —
HYBRIDS

Senetep’s main hybrid laboratory was an endless sea of red. Anen and Hemsis buried their heads in Henry’s side to avoid looking at the carnage. Hundreds of dissected humans and animals littered the maze of operating tables. Blood-drenched alien apparatus covered the workbenches and dangled from the ceiling like coiled, mechanical snakes. The walls were lined with huge liquid-filled chambers that encased human-animal hybrids in a comatose state.

Ranatar marched them through the lab at a quick pace. Henry could feel Khearu following close behind. The sound of her rapid breathing sent shivers down his spine.

The alien scientists stopped their work to watch the ragged band of survivors pass by. It felt as though each scientist wanted a piece of them, no matter how small.

Henry looked down to avoid their unsettling stares.

The blood-soaked floor created a tacky feeling underfoot. Small squid-like creatures slurped around like vacuum cleaners, filling their bulbous heads with spilt plasma. Henry shuddered at the thought of these foul creatures sucking up his own blood.

All he wanted to do was run – anything to escape the red.

They arrived in the centre of the lab and a team of waiting scientists moved in. Anen and Hemsis were torn, kicking and screaming, from his arms as Ranatar looked on with a cold satisfied smirk. The scientists forced Henry and Khearu onto separate operating tables. Henry knew they’d be defenceless once they were strapped down. He needed to keep calm, wait for an opportunity to fight back.

Then he saw it…

The scientists relaxed their grip and he reached for the large circular saw hanging overhead. The trigger activated and the blade spun into action. He wielded it at the scientists and caught one on the arm.

Ranatar laughed with amusement.

Henry jumped off the table, waving the saw at any scientist trying to approach. ‘Let the others go. I’m the one you want.’

Ranatar raised his stave. ‘I could blast you into a million pieces and we’d get just as much use from the mess left over.’

‘They walk out of here, or you can spend the rest of the day wiping me off the walls.’

Ranatar fired over Henry’s head, destroying the cables that powered the saw. The scientists tackled him to the operating table and strapped him down. His table tilted vertically just as Pamose was dragged in and strapped down. The Egyptian was gravely injured – semi-conscious, but alive. He would’ve been better off dead, Henry thought.

Senetep strode through the lab and stood before Henry. ‘Your valiant efforts have inspired me. If you survive the hybrid process, you’ll make a worthy addition to my arena team.’

A scientist handed Senetep a crystal tablet displaying a list of livestock. He scrolled through the animals, scanning each one so fast they became a blur. Then he suddenly stopped on a black stallion and handed the tablet back to the scientist, who nodded and rushed away.

‘The man-horse hybrid is one I’ve been trying to perfect for a decade. Most human hosts are unfit for the anatomical adjustment and die shortly after the operation. But your immune system is more advanced. If you survive, you will be unique… Majestic, and a real threat in the arena.’

Henry stared past Senetep into the mass of dissected bodies. His heart hammered uncontrollably at the thought of being hacked into pieces and reassembled into a monster. But this wasn’t just any monster – he was about to become a centaur!

His table reclined to a horizontal position and the scientists crowded around, passing scalpels, forceps, and saws between each other. One of them placed a pulsating, glutinous sack on the table. They pressed his forehead down and forced open his mouth. A tentacle slithered out of the sack and found its way into his mouth, sliding down his throat to block his windpipe.

Henry writhed in terror. He couldn’t breathe.

The organism probed his internal organs like a large finger. A warm sensation spread outwards from his chest, relaxing every muscle in his body, gradually inducing a state of mental cloudiness. The organism was acting like a life-support system, breathing for him in deep controlled breaths. He fought the shroud of unconsciousness dimming his vision.

It was impossible to resist. His last thought was of Sean – their embrace when he first arrived in Egypt. Then there was nothing.

*     *     *

After a timeless void, Henry drifted back into a calm, weightless consciousness. He was able to move his head now and turned to Khearu on the adjacent table. She was already watching him and managed a pained smile.

The scientists stepped aside, revealing her head was no longer attached to her body.

Henry tried to scream, but there was no air in his lungs.

Khearu seemed oblivious to the tubes and organic umbilical cords plugged into the stump of her neck keeping her head alive. Two scientists lifted the headless body of a lioness onto her table. Intense panic overwhelmed him and he fell unconscious again.

*     *     *

When he awoke, his mind was sluggish and confused. Slivers of rational thinking hid deep in the recesses of his consciousness. The Isharkute were altering his brain chemistry, subduing his thought processes to accept the change.

He gazed down upon what was left of his body.

From the waist down, his legs and hips had been removed and the stump of his torso was connected to a clump of translucent umbilical cords pumping fluid in and out of him.

Although he could not fully comprehend his situation, he felt a persistent emotion, the last to hold weight in his fading conscience. There was a deep sadness and longing for the people he loved – yet he couldn’t remember them. A tear rolled down his cheek.

He was oblivious it was for his son. Sean.

Then darkness.

*     *     *

Henry woke this time to find himself high above the laboratory, supported by two mechanical arms locked around his chest. His thoughts were muted. There was no emotion. No memories. No fear attached to the horror, no pain attached to the brutality.

He was simply a camera, capturing images without processing them.

Below, Senetep and his scientists stood around a black horse propped up in a supporting frame. Its head and neck had been removed, leaving a huge slit of glistening red flesh exposing the horse’s spine. The mechanical arms lowered Henry until he was a few centimetres over the horse. The scientists rushed in and joined the tangle of organs with their clamps, salves, and sprays.

Henry felt a twitch and kicked.

The Isharkute scientists stopped what they were doing and looked down. Henry felt the twitch again and kicked his new horse leg – his body already adjusting to the anatomical change. With that, he slipped back into unconsciousness.

*     *     *

This time, the darkness manifested into vivid dreams. He was free, running through magnificent landscapes. Lush fields carpeted in soft golden grass. Rocky canyons. Pebble-strewn tracks chasing raging rivers. Deep dense forests. The days were filled with endless sunshine and the nights dominated by the luminescence of a full moon.

Days transcended seamlessly into nights, repeating again and again.

Henry felt exuberant and content to run endlessly. He finally looked down, but instead of finding two human legs, he now had four horse legs.

The dream ended with a flash and he awoke to a distorted view of the hybrid lab. It twisted in a sea of blue as though he were underwater. He reached out and hit a solid wall of glass. A passing scientist stopped to press something outside his canister and continued walking.

Henry felt a surge of anger towards the pale-skinned alien. Suppressed memories and emotions were rising inside him, filling his vacant consciousness.

His chamber descended onto a conveyor belt that delivered him into a circular room with a grilled floor. He peered up to find a group of scientists watching him through an observation window. A mechanical arm descended from the ceiling, growing in size like a praying mantis under a magnifying glass. It locked into position on top of the chamber with a muted thump and unscrewed the lid. The chamber released a hiss of pressure and his ears popped. The casing descended through the grated floor, dispersing the liquid and gently lowering him into a kneeling position like a newborn foal.

Henry gagged and spewed out the life-support organism. The creature squirmed for a second, then turned dark and shriveled to half its size. He coughed and cleared his throat. The light was too bright, the air too frigid. Muffled sounds cleared as the liquid drained from his ears. A sharp crackling noise alerted him to the alien figure standing over him, brandishing a stave. He recognised the alien’s face. Senetep! The name filled him with dread, but he didn’t know why.

Senetep jolted him in the ribs. ‘Get up!’

Henry recoiled, but the alien jabbed harder. He stumbled back like a foal trying to find its legs. His hooves clattered across the slippery metal, trying to find a purchase.

Senetep shadowed him, prodding with the stave. ‘Stand!’

With every excruciating jab, Henry regained more clarity. Memories returned in short vivid bursts. He tripped on his hooves and slammed into the wall, clawing at it to stand. He sensed Senetep moving towards him and caught the attacking stave.

Senetep’s eyes opened wide in surprise.

Holding onto the stave for support, Henry righted himself on all four legs to loom over the alien, glowering down upon him. Now endowed with two hearts, he could feel the immense power gained from his fusion with the horse.

Memories continued to flood his mind. The brutality of the Isharkute…their trials…the innocent lives lost…

He tore the stave from Senetep’s hands and backed up on his rear legs, screaming with frustration and a primal, unbridled fury. His adrenaline was surging like never before. He felt invincible.

Ranatar led a team of armed guards into the room, but Senetep waved them away. ‘I’ll take him myself!’

Ranatar threw his stave to Senetep and the guards stood back.

Henry galloped in circles around the room, the equivalent of an electrical storm raging in his rebooting brain as more images flashed across his mind’s eye, stretching back farther into his memories – Caliph’s attack on the Giza Plateau…the collapsing Sphinx…Carla…Sean…

Henry lashed out at one of the guards as he raced past, catapulting him across the room.

Senetep jumped in front of the trigger-ready guards. ‘No… He’s mine!’

Henry skidded to a stop and rapped his hooves across the floor. The sound of Senetep’s voice resonated within him – a voice associated with pain and anguish.

‘That’s it, human. You know me,’ Senetep said, moving a step closer. ‘You remember me.’

‘Ss-en-ee-tep,’ Henry hissed, finding his voice.

Senetep snickered, beaming with a satisfied grin. ‘Yes! You’re powerful, with an intellect to match. Initially that intellect will be clouded, but in time, you’ll regain control of your thoughts. With the right training, you’ll be a formidable opponent.’

Henry’s animal instincts responded in fury. He raised the stave and charged.

Senetep ducked and stabbed the forks into his hindquarter. The shock disabled Henry’s hind legs and he crashed into the wall, dropping the stave.

‘Good. He already has a fighting spirit,’ Senetep said, throwing the stave back to Ranatar. ‘Move him to the training grounds. I want him ready for the Great Arena.’

Ranatar stood over Henry and jabbed his horse side. ‘Stand up, meat.’

Henry watched Senetep leave the room. One thought instantly became clear.

He needed to kill him. 


— CHAPTER 17 —
SLITHERQUILLS

Sean had never been so fascinated and frightened all at once. The metallic pyramid emerged through the mists, creating the illusion it was floating over the jungle. It was easily twice the size of the Great Pyramid and was surrounded by a city built from colossal blocks of stone. They ascended sharply towards the pyramid’s apex and the knot in his stomach tightened.

‘Don’t worry, mate,’ William said, placing a hand on his shoulder. ‘The future of their race hangs on our survival. It’s a helluva bargaining chip.’

Sean forced a smile, but it was impossible to hide his discomfort. He kept thinking about his dad. Was he alive? Was he still in one piece? The nightmarish visions stalked his thoughts like a shadowy stranger, threatening to attack the second he let his guard down.

Nocao eased back from the controls as Senetep’s command centre took over flying their vessel. The escorting marauders veered away and the shadow of the pyramid engulfed them. Inside the docking bay, legions of warriors dressed in armor-plated regalia took aim at their vessel as it glided to a gentle landing.

‘I hope you’ve got a pretty convincing argument,’ William said softly. ‘These guys don’t look ready to negotiate.’

Senetep and Ranatar marched towards them with an elite squad of warriors in tow. The overseer motioned them to open the door.

‘Everybody stay here until I speak with Senetep,’ Horumbut said. He handed Nocao a small crystal card. ‘If something happens to me, use these coordinates to find Nesuk. He’ll help you contact the Emperor. Remember, these humans are our first priority. Above everything else – even me.’

Nocao hesitantly nodded and Horumbut left. Sean watched him traverse the docking bay under the aim of a dozen staves – the slightest misstep and he’d be nothing more than a scorch on the floor. Nocao immediately busied himself beneath the main panel, manipulating an array of small crystalline shards, finally wrenching one free.

‘What are you doing?’ Sean asked.

‘Disabling the autopilot – it will stop Senetep from taking control of our craft again.’

‘A little late for that now,’ William grumbled.

‘Yeah! Why didn’t you do that before?’ Sean said.

‘It’s illegal in Senetep’s zone. They would have shot us down when they scanned our ship. We may need a quick escape… Now they won’t be expecting it.’

William sighed. ‘I hope your hotwiring and piloting skills are up to scratch. We couldn’t get any deeper in enemy territory.’

Sean peered out the window. Senetep and Horumbut greeted each other cordially and the warriors lowered their weapons. ‘So far so good, huh?’

Almost as soon as he spoke, they were boarded and marched through the docking bay to join Horumbut.

Sean had only ever seen pyramids built from stone, but Senetep’s was constructed from metal and looked more like a futuristic space station. Escape was impossible. If Horumbut’s plea fell through, their fate rested solely in Nocao’s hands – a thought that unnerved him more than Senetep’s stone-faced warriors.

They were escorted under heavy guard to Senetep’s quarters atop the pyramid and lined up in the middle of the room.

Sean scanned the expansive space, hoping for a sign his dad had been there. The furniture was sparse, some eclectic art and weapon displays, but nothing that gave him hope. His heart sank. Ranatar paced around them, a firm grip on his weapon.

Senetep entered the room with an air of authority. After everything Sean had heard about the intimidating overseer, he was surprisingly accommodating. The alien ignored his human visitors and humored Horumbut with small talk, gesturing to a glass of luminous liquid. ‘Aradian ale?’

Horumbut courteously accepted the offer.

Sean watched Senetep from the corner of his eye. The overseer circled them, sipping his ale while scrutinising their every detail, pausing once to take note of their organic translators.

‘Where were you taking these humans?’ Senetep asked, directing his question to Horumbut.

‘Emperor Neberun. I considered their arrival a matter of urgency.’

‘I see,’ Senetep said, rounding them to face Sean. ‘Is that why you disobeyed my order to kill these humans on sight?’

‘They’re from the future – an advanced version of the humans who already inhabit the planet. Their DNA contains an evolved third strand that’s close to our own genome. It shows great promise for a cure. The humans in this time are not compatible, but for some reason, in the future, they are. They can save us.’

Senetep stepped closer to William, sniffing him with a disdainful scowl.

‘But they’re only half the cure,’ Horumbut continued anxiously. ‘Three of them came through the time portal, but they were all male. We need a female strand to completely repair our DNA.’

‘And where are these females?’

‘Over ten thousand years in the future,’ Nocao cut in.

Senetep frowned. ‘Your protégé has a tongue best kept to himself.’

Nocao stood his ground bravely, even as Ranatar loomed over him threateningly.

Senetep continued in a lighter tone. ‘He’s confident… Could serve your warrior legions well, Ranatar.’ He took a sip of ale and walked on. ‘I’m aware of their origins. I had another of their kind here recently.’

‘Dad!?’ Sean gasped. The word escaped his mouth before he even realised he’d said it.

Senetep descended on him with venom. ‘What did you say, meat?’

Sean took a deep breath and spoke louder. ‘Where’s my dad?’

‘Your father was submitted to my hybrid program. What remains of him now serves me in the arena.’

The words winded Sean like a gut-punch. The room closed in. It felt as though his lungs were being crushed. The reality was unthinkable. His dad was gone – torn to pieces by these butchers. All he could think of was their spiteful argument in the tent…all the hurtful things he’d said about him being a bad father. It was something he could never take back, never apologise for. He felt like throwing up.

William sighed and moved towards him, only to be stopped short by Ranatar’s stave. ‘Face forward, meat!’

Horumbut intervened in a cautious tone. ‘Considering their potential to help us, that’s unfortunate. But we still have two untainted samples that we must deliver to Emperor Neberun.’

Senetep approached a cage hanging near the window. It housed five exotically coloured birds with long needle-like beaks and a red-yellow plumage that blazed with striking effect in the sunlight. ‘Slitherquills. Their beauty belies their danger. Hidden beneath their tail feathers is a deadly quill that causes immediate paralysis and death. No antidote can be administered quickly enough to halt the effects. They are viciously territorial, with a trait unique to their species. If one becomes sick, the others sting it to death – eradicating the chance of further contagion.’

Senetep made sure he had Horumbut’s full attention before continuing. ‘They would rather kill their own than be infected with the impurities of a weaker companion.’

Ranatar forced Sean across the room. Sean was still in a state of shock; barely realising he’d moved until he stood before Senetep. The overseer sniffed him once and turned up his nose. ‘You have your father’s reek.’

Sean allowed his expression to harden, hatred giving him a newfound confidence. ‘Good,’ he said bitterly. ‘I hope you suffocate on it.’

Senetep forced Sean’s face close to the cage and the slitherquills fluttered in fright. One stabbed its poison-laced quill through the bars, barely stopping a centimetre from his cheek. He tried to squirm away, but the overseer pinned him to the spot with ease. ‘You’re encroaching on their territory,’ Senetep said. ‘Just like a slitherquill, I also kill to protect my own. This idea of a human cure has already given birth to sedition and insubordination.’

‘Wait! I have a solution that will make you a hero,’ Horumbut called across the room.

Senetep pulled Sean back from the cage, giving Horumbut a chance to continue.

‘Taking them to the Emperor achieves two things. First, they’re proof your time machine works – and will not tear a hole through the universe. The Emperor will have to reconsider giving you the power source. Second, it removes these humans from the equation. They can return to their own time.’

‘I have no interest in what happens to this meat!’

‘If your plan to travel back in time fails to retrieve viable DNA, these humans are our only hope. They’re valuable assets, and we may need to contact them in the future. Either way, you’ll be considered a hero. Your name will live through the ages as the savior of our species.’

‘It’s inevitable my time machine will work, so I see no reason to contact the Emperor. But you are right about one thing, Horumbut. I will be remembered through the ages, and it won’t be for using this meat to save us.’

Senetep slammed Sean’s face against the cage, causing it to swing like a pendulum. The slitherquills fluttered wildly, jabbing through the bars. Sean stared in horror as the cage swung back, barely missing him. Senetep taunted him with death, moving his face close, then pulling it away at the last second.

The wind off their wings fanned his face.

Any closer and he was dead.

Nocao motioned towards the jug of ale on the table in front of William. ‘Slitherquills are attracted to anything sweet.’

William eyed the jug of ale, then the cage across the room. He nodded and they lunged for the ale, showering Ranatar and the warriors in the face with the sticky liquid.

‘Sean! Kick the cage!’ William screamed, diving to the floor.

The warriors wiped their faces and charged up their staves.

Horumbut leapt in front of William, arms out defensively. ‘Don’t shoot!’

Crack! Horumbut took the brunt of Ranatar’s first blast, catapulting him across the room.

Sean used the distraction to kick the cage as hard as he could. It flew off the chain support and split apart across the floor, releasing the slitherquills. Senetep ducked out of the way and Sean squirmed free. Head down, he raced across the room to join his companions.

Ranatar and the warriors turned their weapons on the slitherquills. Their wild, panicked shots missed the elusive birds and tore up Senetep’s precious art collection.

‘Stop!’ Senetep shouted, retrieving a sword from his weapons display.

The warriors disengaged their staves and swiped awkwardly at the dive-bombing birds. Ranatar swung down on a pair of slitherquills, splitting a table in two and fracturing the power crystal on his stave.

The birds whistled playfully and zipped back to the ceiling.

Sean glanced back to see the colourful flash of a slitherquill swoop in on an unsuspecting warrior. The alien immediately stiffened, rolled his eyes back, and dropped – stone-dead before hitting the floor.

Nocao led Sean and William to Horumbut’s crumpled body, barely looking up from the small control card in his hand. It provided him with a bird’s eye view from their vessel, which he was remotely navigating out of the docking bay.

‘I hope this is part of the escape plan!’ Sean said.

‘Keep moving to the window,’ Nocao snapped.

Sean glanced back to find Senetep trailing them through the chaos, slashing mercilessly at his pet birds and gaining quickly.

‘Keep moving while I hold back this over-bred alien,’ William cried, ripping down a barbed three-metre-long polearm from one of the weapon collections. He jabbed it at their pursuers while Sean and Nocao helped Horumbut to his feet. The four of them backed up to the window.

A second warrior collapsed from a noxious sting, then a third.

A trio of slitherquills descended on Ranatar and he fired a series of erratic shots. The damaged crystal on his stave exploded and propelled him into the wall like a rocket. The blast knocked everyone off their feet, turning Senetep’s collection of art and weapons into deadly shrapnel. The inferno decimated most of the warriors in an instant.

Sean covered his ears and hit the floor. A blast of super-heated air shot overhead and smoldering embers rained down around him, choking the room with smoke.

An eerie silence followed.

He sat up, disoriented, ears ringing – but at least he was still in one piece. William emerged from the smoke, coughing and clutching the polearm. A breeze cleared the haze, unveiling their vessel hovering just outside the window.

Nocao jumped inside and took hold of the controls.

Horumbut dragged himself to his feet, waving for Sean and William to follow. ‘Hurry, before Senetep’s marauders get here.’

‘Look out!’ Sean cried, scrambling away from the sizzling figure emerging from the smoke.

Ranatar staggered towards them. His entire right side was now a tapestry of burnt, red-raw flesh, and his bloodshot eyes blazed with revenge. The unstoppable alien looked like a monster from hell.

‘Get on the ship. I’ll shish-kebab this overcooked piece of meat!’ William said, jabbing the polearm.

Sean clawed his way onto the ledge and peered over. The pyramid sloped hundreds of metres down to legions of warriors below. He hesitated, unable to bring himself to leap the small gap to freedom.

‘What are you waitin’ for, kid? Jump!’ William yelled.

‘I thought you stopped calling me kid!’ Sean shot back.

‘Then jump!’

Ranatar knocked the polearm from William’s grasp and backhanded him with a powerful swipe that sent him sailing straight over the window ledge. He slid down the outside of the pyramid, quickly gathering speed. He dug the soles of his shoes in, slowing slightly, but his inevitable descent would drop him onto the legions of warriors below.

Sean watched helplessly, the panic rising inside him. The only thing stopping them from flying down to rescue William was his own fear.

He took a deep breath, focused intently…and leapt.

The small gap felt like an eternity, but before he knew it, he was tumbling safely into the vessel. He gasped with relief, proud of his small achievement.

Horumbut positioned himself on the ledge to jump aboard, oblivious to the hulking figure coming up behind him with the polearm. He jolted forward like he was being pushed, then glanced down in shock at the barbed polearm skewering his stomach, pushing ever forward. He looked up, eyes filled with tears, searching for something. For a second Sean wondered what it could be, then realised he was looking for Nocao. Horumbut raised his hands and joined them together in a simple gesture, closing the fingers on one hand while opening them on the other.

Nocao reluctantly returned the sign.

Sean knew it meant goodbye.

Ranatar wrenched Horumbut’s impaled body down from the ledge and Senetep stomped through the smoke, sword raised. He struck down with immense power, decapitating Horumbut with one clean swipe.

Sean spun away, unable to face the sickening sight. Nocao stood rigid and numb with shock – his hands still making the sign.

Their vessel plunged into shadow.

‘Nocao!’ Sean said, pointing to the squadron of marauders maneuvering into position overhead. ‘We need to get out of here now!’

With one powerful leap, Ranatar sprang over the void for their vessel.

Nocao punched the reverse thrusters and they shot towards the ledge, crushing Ranatar’s lower leg against the pyramid and pinning him in place. He grimaced through his charred lips, keeping his furious gaze on Sean the entire time. Senetep yanked the polearm through Horumbut’s body and hurled it into their vessel. It whizzed past Sean and bounced off the cockpit window, landing beside Nocao as he hit the forward thrusters, breaking them away from the pyramid.

Ranatar collapsed onto the ledge, clutching his crushed leg.

‘Use the polearm to reach your friend…then hold on,’ Nocao said.

Sean readied himself as they skimmed down the face of the pyramid. William was over halfway down, hanging off a large cannon protruding from the surface. ‘What is that thing?’

‘Pyramid defence systems. Make this quick.’

They slowed and hovered over the cannon. ‘Grab it and jump on,’ Sean called.

‘Get outta here!’ William screamed, waving them away.

‘No way!’ Sean cried back, resolute in saving his friend.

The cannon angled up to take aim at their vessel, almost lifting William inside the craft. Sean helped him aboard and Nocao slammed the accelerator just as the cannon fired. A tethered missile embedded in their hull, anchoring them to the pyramid with a thick wire, making them zip from side to side like a hooked fish trying to swim away.

‘We’re not going anywhere,’ Nocao said. ‘It’ll tear us apart before it breaks the wire.’

‘Then we have to shoot our way free,’ William said.

Nocao pulled a stave from an onboard compartment and hurled it to him.

William looked up as several marauders lowered to hover overhead. Their small window of escape was almost gone. He aimed at the cannon. ‘Once we’re free, punch it.’

Crack! The first shot hit square on, but had no effect on the cannon or the wire.

‘What do we do?’ Sean cried.

William spun the stave around and examined the pulsing blue crystal. He took a deep breath and looked Sean straight in the eye. ‘On the big bang, get outta here. Find a way home.’ With those words, he jumped out the door towards the cannon.

‘No!’ Sean screamed, lurching after his friend.

William hurtled through the air and swung down with all his might, shattering the crystal across the cannon. For a split second there was nothing – then the explosion hit. The cable disintegrated and they accelerated free. The blast blew the marauders away like fallen leaves caught in a sudden gust of wind. Sean scrambled to find sight of William through the inferno.

There was nothing – just a gaping black hole in the side of the pyramid.

William was gone. 


— CHAPTER 18 —
40,000-KILOMETRE CHASE

Sean and Nocao’s vessel accelerated to supersonic in a flash that broke the sound barrier, leaving behind a halo of condensed atmosphere in its wake. Ranatar propped himself against the battered window ledge, biting his lip to endure the excruciating pain of his crushed leg. His incompetence was a dismal failure and complete embarrassment. Overseer Senetep stood over him, seething with anger at the sight of the escaping children. That’s right! A first commander had been bettered by children!

Senetep kicked the remnants of his smoldering art collection. ‘I’ve never seen such incompetence.’

‘I’ll capture them,’ Ranatar said, struggling to stand.

‘This is no job for a cripple,’ Senetep spat with condescension.

Isharkute warriors stormed the room and subdued the surviving slitherquills with a disabling gas.

Ranatar knocked away the medics trying to apply regenerative salves to his leg. ‘Prepare the annihilators!’ he hollered, hobbling over to the lift.

*     *     *

Nocao stared vacantly out the window as they sped across the jungle. Sean dragged himself into the adjoining pilot seat, feeling overcome with guilt. His fear of heights had cost them terribly. If he hadn’t taken so long to jump off the ledge, then William might still be alive. So would Horumbut; something Nocao was sure to hold against him. If it weren’t for Horumbut’s dying wish to protect him, he was sure Nocao would have killed him already.

Their vessel shuddered violently.

A high-pitched drone sliced through the silence and the cabin pulsed with a red light. Nocao decelerated and peered inside the power chamber.

‘That doesn’t feel good,’ Sean said. ‘What’s wrong?’

Nocao brought up a holographic schematic of the craft, then returned to the controls. ‘Disabling the autopilot overloaded the power conduits and fractured the power crystal. We must reach Nesuk before it disintegrates – he’s the only one who can help us now.’

Nocao placed the crystal card his father gave him onto the console. A holographic Earth shimmered to life and rotated to focus on a flashing point, which Sean recognised as South America. Another alarm sounded. Nocao promptly shut it off. ‘Senetep’s forces are closing in. We need to keep the crystal stabilised to outrun them.’

‘What can I do to help?’

Nocao activated a holographic panel next to the crystal chamber. ‘You need to manually control the flow of power. If it overloads into the crystal, it will destroy us, and everything else, for kilometres.’

Nocao demonstrated how to redirect the power conduits with blazing speed. Sean gulped. He was good at video games, but this was the ultimate test. If he couldn’t keep on top of the power distribution, they were dead. Nocao returned to his seat and charged up the thrusters. The conduits turned from blue to bright yellow as they heated up. Sean switched the power flow into the blue-coloured conduits. Sliding his fingers across the hologram was easy enough and gave him a burst of confidence.

Nocao activated a viewscreen of their pursuers. Fifty or so kilometres behind, a squadron of six marauders raced across the jungle canopy trailed by two imposing vessels, each a flying fortress of battleship proportions armed with banks of cannons and laser repulsors.

‘What the hell are those things?’

‘Annihilators,’ Nocao said gravely.

‘I guess the name says it all, huh?’

‘Their weapons range is global.’

‘Aren’t we safe once we cross into another overseer’s zone?’

‘We crossed the border minutes ago.’

‘I thought you said they wouldn’t follow us that far.’

‘It appears Senetep is willing to risk a civil war to stop us.’

The land beneath them disappeared and they shot across the vibrant blue of the Mediterranean Sea. Sean glanced at the holographic map. They were on a direct course for Greece, but strangely, there were many islands to the south, far more than normal. Another high-pitched alarm sounded. ‘What now?’

‘They just fired tectonic missiles.’

‘That sounds bad.’

‘They’re used for terraforming and shifting tectonic plates. If they detonate in the atmosphere, the shockwaves will knock us into the ocean. They’re not meant to destroy us, they’re meant to incapacitate us.’

‘That means they want us alive,’ Sean said grimly, watching a hologram of the missiles skim across the top of the jungle, clipping trees with a shower of leaves. He fumbled on the schematics and the craft shuddered violently.

‘Concentrate!’ Nocao cried. ‘Keep the power steady.’

Sean struggled to keep the conduits from teetering into the red zone. Nocao dropped them to within metres of the ocean, until they were almost riding the currents. The missiles cleared the coastline on a direct course with their vessel, gaining quickly. Nocao put them into a barrel roll towards a nearby island, whipping up a trailing vortex of sea mist. Sean’s stomach was in his mouth as he glanced out the cockpit window at the immense cliffs blotting out the horizon.

‘I think that’s an island,’ he said bluntly.

Nocao didn’t reply. The wall of rock filled their windscreen.

‘Aren’t you gonna pull up?’

The missiles closed in. Proximity alarms screamed through the cabin. Nocao flew straight at the cliff, full thrusters. He pulled up at the last second and they shot skyward, riding the turbulent drafts up the cliff face to clear the precipice with a whoosh of dust.

The less-agile missiles burrowed deep into the rock beneath the island and disappeared off the radar.

‘You did it!’ Sean exclaimed. He took Nocao’s wall of silence as a sign the worst was yet to come.

It started as a low indeterminable rumble, then the entire ten-kilometer-wide island heaved upward like a living beast. Gigantic plumes of rock, dust, and trees exploded into the atmosphere, chasing them down with deadly velocity. The debris pounded their hull, knocking them both to the floor, turning day into night.

The power conduits immediately dove into the red.

Sean clambered back to guide them into the safe zone, keeping one eye on the decimated island cascading back into the ocean. The Isharkute squadron veered skyward to avoid the tsunamis swamping the surrounding islands. The annihilators took the brunt of the waves across their bows with a boom of frothy seawater. Chunks of the island rained down on the squadron, decimating half the marauders within the climbing dust cloud.

Nocao jumped up. ‘Hah! That’s it!’

The surviving marauders weaved through the debris as the annihilators fired a barrage of laser repulsors, breaking the megalithic rocks into smaller fragments. The battered squadron emerged from the cloud and Nocao spun their vessel around on a direct intercept course.

‘What are you doing?’ Sean said.

‘Flying straight at them.’

‘I can see that, but we just escaped. I was thinkin’ that was a good idea.’

‘They won’t fire on us with a ruptured power core. We need to get low for protection. Anticipate my reactions – reroute the power in advance.’

‘That’s impossible…how am I supposed to –’

‘Do it, or we’re dead,’ Nocao barked, accelerating to full speed.

*     *     *

Ranatar and his entire bridge crew stared with looks of disbelief at the tiny craft barreling towards them. The warrior in Ranatar admired his adversaries’ tenacity, and the pain from his crushed leg paled to the thrill of a challenge.

‘Their crystal is unstable,’ the tactical officer announced. ‘They’re on a suicide run. If their core disintegrates, it will destroy our squadron.’

‘Hold your fire,’ Ranatar said. ‘Let them pass.’

The crew disengaged the repulsor fire, giving Sean and Nocao a clean approach.

‘Prepare a stinger. I’m going after them myself. Follow my lead.’

The second officer nodded and assumed the command chair. Ranatar limped off the bridge, leaving a smear of blood across the floor. He preferred close combat to the removed, sterile nature of commanding an annihilator. This fight was personal, and he could take it directly to them in a stinger – a small, highly manoeuverable craft capable of speeds twice supersonic. His disabling leg injury would be of little consequence and he could fly with a flight stick and headpiece. The freedom would give him more control – and the arsenal needed to safely disable their craft.

*     *     *

Sean held his breath, waiting for their inevitable demise as they flew between the squadron. At least it would be over in one painless flash. Instead, there was silence… No explosion. They cleared the enemy safely, holding a steep downward trajectory.

Nocao leveled them out to face the tumultuous ocean. Towers of stone ejected and crashed into the seawater like the death throes of some megalithic monster. Searing plumes of steam vented all around as lava vaporised the seawater. Nocao held strong, riding each new blast to propel them forward. He glanced at the proximity hologram to find Ranatar’s stinger coming in at full speed.

Perspiration poured down Sean’s face, stinging his eyes, but he couldn’t spare a second to wipe it away. ‘I’m not sure I can keep this up.’

‘I can lose them in the cloud,’ Nocao said, making split-second manoeuvres to avoid the deadly obstacles.

Sean wanted to close his eyes, but he couldn’t. It was like being on a scary rollercoaster without the safe ending. The dust cloud cleared to expose the islands, each one wiped flat of vegetation from the tsunamis.

Nocao checked the scanner. The stinger was gone, and hopefully destroyed in the debris. He decelerated to give Sean a much-deserved rest. ‘Well done…for a human.’

Sean eased back, just relieved to be alive. He sensed a hint of admiration coming from his alien companion. ‘My name’s Sean.’

‘Thank you…Sean.’

Sean concealed his satisfied grin. He’d finally earned some respect from the alien. Another alarm screamed through the cabin. ‘What now?’ he groaned.

The proximity hologram shimmered to life, showing the approaching squadron. The stinger had not been destroyed and now sat a few kilometres ahead.

‘Great! We flew straight into a trap.’

‘We need to change course,’ Nocao said, desperately inputting new coordinates.

*     *     *

Ranatar locked his scopes on their vessel and scrolled through a display of arsenal. Most were too destructive and would overload their power crystal, so he selected a rapid-expanding foam used to suffocate and extinguish fires. Once he had a clear shot, the foam would encapsulate their vessel and they’d drop like a stone. There was only one foam projectile on board, and it needed to be fired at close range.

He slipped into their airstream, now travelling at speeds beyond hypersonic.

*     *     *

Sean glanced between the trailing stinger and the power conduits while entire continents passed under them in a blur. They soared over snow-capped mountains and dove into the deepest canyons. Day turned into night and the remaining squadron was left thousands of kilometres behind. The stinger mimicked their every move, gradually gaining on them until they were within firing range. Their pursuit cleared land and the Pacific Ocean glistened before them in the glory of the rising sun. They were now flying in a straight line to the continent of South America.

‘We have one more ocean before we reach Nesuk’s coordinates,’ Nocao said.

Sean nodded, keeping focused on the conduits. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the stinger accelerate in for the final kill, at one with the movements of their craft. The dark blue ocean turned a lighter shade. Land was coming up quickly. The ocean disappeared into a blur of green jungle.

The stinger fired.

The projectile whizzed through the air and shattered across their rear tail, spewing out a thick gooey froth.

Nocao and Sean felt the impact and shared a worried look. Nocao activated the rear view to reveal tendrils of foam bubbling across the hull like a living entity, consuming them in a suffocating embrace. Within seconds, their whole back half was blacked out.

‘What’s that?’ Sean cried.

‘Reroute all power to the crystal chamber,’ Nocao said urgently.

Sean rerouted the power just as the foam consumed the last beams of daylight. The cabin went dark and they spiraled downwards into the jungle. Sean blindly grasped for anything to support himself against the impending impact. He wanted to scream, but the fear had snatched the air from his lungs.

There was a moment of complete weightlessness, then…crunch!

Their vessel hit the ground and spun wildly.

His head smashed against something, twisting his neck sharply. Excruciating pain shot down his spine, extinguishing his one final thought: We’re dead! 


— CHAPTER 19 —
THE RETURN

Ranatar reduced his speed to match the falling foam blob in front of him. It hit the ground and bounced with momentum, flattening trees as it shot through the jungle, eventually coming to a stop after several kilometres. He flew low along the impact trail so the trees hid him from view, then hovered over the blob to scan for life forms.

Sean and Nocao’s hull was in perfect condition under the protective foam, but their life signs were dwindling and the power crystal steadily collapsing.

An incoming transmission from the local Isharkute forces ordered him to retreat. Ranatar ignored the warnings with an aggravated sneer and lowered a grappling claw to tow his capture away.

He knew the overseer for this zone was named Ramin, a leader with limited political influence and military resources. Under different circumstances, Ramin’s threat would be a futile gesture, but Ranatar was thousands of kilometres away from his squadron and needed to handle the situation himself. His stinger had a limited supply of weapons, with most equipped for a single shot.

The extraction needed to be swift, before he encountered any resistance.

He could not allow Sean to fall into Ramin’s hands. Not all overseers shared the same view on humans. Some were sympathetic, even to the extent of using them as personal slaves. Ranatar was unsure where Ramin stood on human rights, but if Sean could not be returned to Senetep, he needed to be destroyed. If the Emperor found out about the cure, then Senetep would be arrested and put to death for suppressing it.

The stinger’s warning alarms alerted him to multiple hostiles.

Ranatar whipped his head around the cockpit window, trying to locate his enemy in the dense jungle. He needed to hold his position a fraction longer. The claw lowered over the foam blob and snapped open.

He fired up the thrusters, hand poised on the accelerator.

Several fortified cannons telescoped above the trees and fired, taking out his grappling claw. Ranatar accelerated into a barrel-roll to avoid the crossfire and circled around for another pass, this time with the intention of blasting Sean and Nocao into oblivion. He flew low, using the trees for protection.

The enemy cannons decimated the canopy in a shower of leaves and splintered branches. Ranatar pulled up to avoid the debris, flying straight into enemy fire. His shields took the brunt of it, but they were rapidly failing.

He fired his entire complement of missiles, but each one was taken out mid-flight by the cannons. He checked the scanner. Only two hundred metres remained to the foam blob. Ramming his stinger into Sean’s vessel was the only way to destroy it. It was a worthy and honorable sacrifice, but he knew his hull could never withstand the assault to get that close.

His one chance at redemption was gone – the only option was retreat.

Ranatar punched in coordinates to rendezvous with the squadron and accelerated towards the ocean. The pain of his crushed leg rushed back. It was time to suffer the consequences at the hands of Senetep. Defeat was not something he was used to accepting, and to admit his failure to Senetep made the humiliation even more painful.

It would be easy to flee and seek asylum with another overseer. Such a defection might save his life, but it would tarnish his honor. He would never rise to hold a ranking position again and would suffer scorn and disrespect throughout the Empire.

Ranatar stayed in his stinger after docking with the annihilator and avoided all communications with the bridge crew during their return to Senetep’s capital. He used the time to consider his options. Until now, his tenure as First Commander had been flawless, and his warrior training programs had given Senetep a formidable military force. Regardless of his success, the overseer was ruthless, and renowned for cultivating body parts from those who failed him into the hybrid program.

Such a meaningless death was not befitting a commander of his reputation. He wasn’t looking for clemency, but he didn’t want to be pulled apart like worthless meat, either. If death awaited him, then it would be on his terms. He would go down fighting.

The annihilator docked inside the pyramid.

Ranatar armed himself with a stave and hobbled down the ramp. The usual military honors bestowed upon a returning commander were absent, but to his surprise, there was nobody waiting to arrest him, either.

A lone figure in a blood-soaked tunic crossed the docking bay to greet him. Ranatar recognised the skeletal face and deep-set eyes. It was Veeran, Senetep’s leading hybrid scientist. Veeran’s presence meant one thing – he was about to join the hybrid program.

‘Senetep wants you in the main laboratory,’ Veeran said.

Ranatar raised his stave. ‘I won’t be pulled apart like a human.’

Veeran pointed to the exit. ‘He wishes to speak. That’s all.’

Ranatar marched Veeran off to meet Senetep at the end of his stave. Strangely, the corridors were devoid of any guards, and they arrived to find Senetep standing on an observation deck, overlooking the busy hybrid labs. There was a renewed hustle in the air. Scientists darted from one table to the next, assimilating pieces of human bodies with lions, bulls, birds, and just about anything that once drew breath.

Senetep didn’t turn around, but seemed well aware his commander was armed. ‘I expected no less. That’s why there are no guards. I assure you, there’s no need for the weapon.’

Ranatar kept his aim on Veeran, reluctant to lower the stave.

‘Leave us, Veeran!’ Senetep ordered.

Ranatar allowed Veeran to leave.

‘I trust you’re not pointing it at me, Commander.’

‘Commander? I thought that after what happened, I would –’

‘Be dissected and used as meat for the program,’ Senetep cut in. ‘The thought entertained me for a short time; however, your track record has been exemplary. I owe you a great deal, but if I do not deal with your ineptitude, it will send a message that failure is tolerated.’

‘You want me to give myself to the hybrid program?’

Senetep finally turned. ‘No. I want you to lead the most remarkable team the Emperor has ever seen into the Great Arena.’

Ranatar lowered the stave. ‘You want me to fight?’

‘I want you to train and fight alongside them. With this human who calls himself Henry, we have the foundation for a team unlike any seen before. Our victory will be remembered for millennia.’

‘I’m being demoted,’ Ranatar said bitterly.

‘Think of it as a step to the side. To my capital, it will look like you’ve been justly punished, but it will give you what you desire. You’re a fighter. You live for blood. This way you can redeem yourself in the eyes of the people and still serve me in a way which I find…useful.’

‘I can still get the boy. Strip me of rank. Give me a small elite squad. I can infiltrate Ramin’s zone and find them. If they inform the Emperor about the human boy –’

‘No! I’ve already dealt with your failure. We’re monitoring Ramin’s transmissions. I have a dozen squadrons patrolling his border. If they try to take Sean to the Emperor, we’ll shoot them down.’ Senetep moved close to Ranatar. ‘If you’re unwilling to serve me as you stand before me, then your dismembered body will do just as well.’

Ranatar thought about his predicament. It was indeed a major demotion, and his reputation as Commander had been irrevocably tarnished, yet Senetep had appealed to the only thing left that mattered – revenge on the humans who destroyed his career.

Sean may have escaped, but he still had his father, Henry. The human would be under his direct control and subjected to a brutal training regime. If Sean were to learn his father was alive and suffering, it might be a way to draw him out from Ramin’s capital. His compassion would be his undoing. It was a stretch, but it was all he had left.

‘Do you accept my offer? Or are you meat?’ Senetep asked.

Ranatar squared his shoulders proudly. ‘I accept.’

Senetep pulled a blade from his tunic and raised it to Ranatar’s neck. He took his commander by the beard and hacked mercilessly through his white hair. Ranatar teetered on his good leg to accept the ritual stripping of rank. His beads dropped and scattered across the floor. Years of service and recognition disappeared in an instant.

From now on, he would be recognised as nothing more than a lowly arena trainer. 


— CHAPTER 20 —
AWAKENING

Dappled sunlight danced across Sean’s eyelids, waking him from a light sleep. He sat up to find himself on a picnic rug, shaded from the harsh midday sun by a large baobab tree. A soft breeze swayed through the surrounding grass and carried the sound of singing.

The soft female voice was familiar. Comforting. Sean felt calm, content for the voice to guide him. He rounded the tree to find an artist’s easel. The canvas obscured the mysterious singing woman.

Sean yawned and rubbed his eyes.

Hearing his presence, the woman peered around the canvas. It was his mother Juliette, just as his five-year-old-self remembered her. She was beautiful in a natural, earthy way. Her hair was tied up in a bun and she wore her glasses on the tip of her nose. ‘You’re awake,’ she said. ‘You were so tired from the journey that you fell asleep right after lunch.’ She reached out and Sean nestled into her side. Her embrace filled him with warmth and love.

‘Do you like my painting?’ Juliette asked.

Sean eyed the watercolour of the tundra and nodded. In the centre of the painting was a large baobab tree, just like the one overhead.

‘Can you see anything special about it?’ she asked.

His eyes followed the delicate brushstrokes. The translucent colours elegantly drifted into each other, but one shape stood out. ‘There!’ Sean pointed.

‘Do you know who it is?’

‘It’s me – sleeping!’

‘That’s right, but there’s someone else. Can you find him?’

‘Is it Daddy?’

‘No, it’s someone closer.’

Sean searched the painting with a playful enthusiasm. He found the slender silhouette of an African tribesman perched high in the baobab tree. ‘Nali,’ he stated proudly.

‘That’s right, but it’s pronounced Nar-dali. Can you say it?’

‘Naaa-li,’ Sean tried. He peered up at their guide, who was standing on one of the tree branches, just like the painting. Ndali looked down and smiled. His zen-like posture made him look like part of the tree.

‘He protects us while your dad’s working on the excavation,’ Juliette said.

‘Who watches Daddy?’

‘Your father can look after himself.’

Sean nodded and looked about the tree. He was fully awake now and brimming with energy. ‘Can I play, Mummy?’

‘Okay, but don’t go beyond the shade of the tree.’

Ndali watched Sean from the corner of his eye as he trotted around.

Juliette mixed some colours and continued painting, peering through the top of her glasses to keep an eye on him. Sean stopped over an intriguing mound of soil and poked it with a twig. An angry swarm of ants spewed out like a miniature volcano and marched up the twig. One bit him on the wrist and he howled in pain.

Ndali slipped down from the tree and flicked the ant off his wrist.

‘Fire ants,’ Ndali said in his thick African accent.

By the time Juliette raced over, a red welt had flared up around Sean’s bite. Ndali withdrew a leaf from the pouch slung over his shoulder and rubbed it on the swelling. Sean calmed as the magic leaf transformed the sting into nothing more than a dull ache.

Juliette sighed with relief. ‘Thank you, Ndali.’

A flock of startled birds took flight from a nearby tree.

Ndali bolted upright like a gazelle sensing danger. Not far from their position, a low-lying branch swayed side-to-side, as though something had brushed past it. The sound of cracking twigs came from all around.

Juliette pulled Sean close. ‘What is it, Ndali?’ she whispered.

Ndali stared at her with wide, alert eyes and put a finger to his lips. He then climbed the tree as fast as his slender limbs could carry him.

Sean could feel the encroaching danger. This was no dream. It was a memory, replaying in vivid detail. He’d experienced the terrifying situation before, and like the first time, he was powerless to stop it. He wanted to scream out to his mother to run, but was stuck in the moment, reliving the memory exactly as it occurred.

‘Mummy, what’s wrong?’ he asked loudly.

Juliette pressed a firm hand over his mouth. They looked up as Ndali reached the upper branches. Sean felt the fear burning in the pit of his stomach. His mother was breathing quickly and her clammy hand tightened around his mouth. Ndali pointed to a divide in the long grass where something was nestled, deliberately hiding from view. It moved towards them, separating the grass like the bow of an invisible ship.

Sean caught a glimpse of gold fur and gasped.

A massive paw broke through the grass in front of them, revealing two yellow eyes and a face littered with scars. The beast made a low, guttural growl. It looked ragged and hungry, like it hadn’t eaten in days. Glistening saliva dripped onto the dirt.

‘Don’t move!’ Juliette whispered.

The lion moved closer, eyes transfixed, driven by its insatiable desire to feed.

Sean felt his mother’s arms tighten around his chest, squeezing the air from his lungs.

*     *     *

Sean awoke with a start and sucked in a gulp of air. His body was stiff and hard to move. Every muscle felt like a heavy immovable lump. He lay there, eyes closed, content to let his thoughts drift back to his mum. He wanted to go back and help her. The clarity of the dream was astonishing, as if he’d just spent the last few minutes with her. He wondered if he was starting to remember things. Nobody ever told him exactly how his mother died, but one thing he felt for certain – he was there when it happened.

For a moment, he thought he could smell her. There was a sweet scent like perfume hanging in the air and he sat up to find he wasn’t alone.

Five teenaged girls stood around his bed holding jars and sponges. But these weren’t just any girls – they were dressed in simple silk sarongs, well manicured and exotically beautiful. Their perfectly plaited hair was entwined with precious beads and their vanilla-scented perfume wafted over him.

‘Where am I?’ he asked, directing his question to the tallest girl.

She averted her eyes and timidly backed away.

Sean hunched onto his elbows to take in his new surroundings. His chamber was comprised of a simple bed and side tables, and dominated by four stone pillars in each corner of the room. Between each pillar hung a translucent curtain, beyond which he could see the blur of a thriving civilisation. They were high, possibly at the top of a pyramid or similar structure.

His heart beat faster as he remembered recent events. William’s sacrifice…the frantic chase…exploding islands…tsunamis…suffocating tendrils of foam… Then a dark void, filled with excruciating pain.

Considering what he’d been through, he should be dead.

The silhouette of an Isharkute appeared behind one of the curtains.

Sean shifted himself into a sitting position with a grimace and hobbled onto his throbbing feet. The curtain flung open and the girls moved aside, bowing their heads to Nocao as he entered the room. The alien made a sign with his hands, the same one he shared with Horumbut before he died.

Sean returned the gesture, making a thumbs up with one hand, and with the outstretched fingers and thumb on his opposing hand, touched the tips of his thumbs together. ‘I don’t have as many fingers as you, but I think this is how you do it.’

‘We call it the Sign of Union,’ Nocao said. ‘It signifies our belief that we are all inextricably tied to the universe. Your open hand represents the ever-expanding universe, and by connecting the thumb on your opposing hand, you symbolise your union within it.’

Sean offered his hand. ‘This is how friends say thank you where I come from.’

The direct physical contact made Nocao pause and he returned the handshake with a perplexed expression.

‘I’m sorry about your father,’ Sean said.

A hint of emotion crept across Nocao’s face. ‘He died helping us…just like your friend William. Their sacrifices were justified.’

Sean took a deep breath. Without William, he was alone. It was a frightening thought, and something he didn’t want to dwell on. ‘Where are we? The last thing I remember, we were falling. I thought we were dead.’

‘We crashed on the outskirts of Ramin’s capital. His defence forces repelled the stinger chasing us and brought us to his capital.’

‘Who are they?’ Sean said, motioning to the girls still standing around them, heads bowed in submission.

‘Ramin’s personal slaves. They’ve spent the last few days returning you to health. Your inferior physiology took longer to repair than mine.’

‘Of course,’ Sean said with a smile, getting used to Nocao’s abrupt manner.

Nocao waved the girls from the chamber. ‘I’ve met with Nesuk and explained everything. He’s spoken to Overseer Ramin about taking you to the Emperor. Ramin is reluctant to help. Senetep has military patrols along every border. Any attempt to take you out of this zone will start a civil war.’

‘So what do we do?’

‘I have a plan, but I can’t tell Nesuk about it yet – I need to present it to Ramin first. It’s dangerous for you, but if it works, it will convince him to act.’

‘I should be used to dangerous by now,’ Sean said with a grin.

‘Your life will be in my hands, so I need you to trust me.’

‘I trust you,’ Sean said.

Before the words even finished leaving his mouth, he could tell he’d changed. The desire to find the crystal and travel home seemed less appealing. How could he return to his old life after everything that happened? How would he explain the destruction of the Sphinx and pyramids? His dad would be blamed for everything, and he’d be arrested for sure.

For the time being, it seemed easier to stay in the past.

Maybe that wasn’t so bad after all. He could learn about the human race and Isharkute. It was his dream, after all – to discover some fantastic twist to the origins of mankind. His destiny had taken an abrupt turn and, for the time being, he was willing to follow wherever it led.

The girls filed silently outside and disappeared down the steps. The silhouette of a tall gangly alien stretched across the curtain. Sean felt the goosebumps rise up his neck as the figure drew closer. An elderly alien entered the room, carrying an imposing air of superiority and wisdom. His gem-laden beard made him stoop slightly, but his fierce gaze burned with interest.

‘This is Nesuk, esteemed member of the Sciences Guild,’ Nocao said.

Nesuk grabbed Sean’s face with his spider-like fingers and forced his head sideways to examine the translator lump behind his ear.

Sean gulped, startled at how strong Nesuk was for an elder.

‘Your intellect proves the human race advances considerably over the millennia,’ Nesuk said. ‘Yet, your very existence begs many questions about the future for both our species…questions that will have to wait for now.’ He let Sean’s face go and moved to leave. ‘Overseer Ramin’s been waiting for you to recover. He’s eager to discuss your future.’

Beyond the chamber curtain was a brand-new world.

Sean stood on top of a steep step-pyramid with a perfect view of a sprawling stone city. This was no Egypt. The influences were Mesoamerican in design, consisting of pyramids, buildings, and wide avenues that echoed the cities of the Maya and Aztecs. A lush green jungle formed a perfect border around the outskirts of the city. Isharkute walked the avenues and zipped around in car-sized transports that hovered above the ground. A massive pyramid dominated the far end of the city.

‘Wow! That looks like the Sun Pyramid in Mexico… But I don’t understand. If the Isharkute built this city, why’s it look so different to Senetep’s capital?’

‘Not all overseers have the same architectural tastes,’ Nocao said, starting down the steps.

Sean shook his head, stunned to think that human cultures all around the world would be influenced on the whim of an overseer’s building style. The three of them boarded a car-shaped transport and accelerated down the main avenue.

Sean peered over the edge to admire their wheel-less, perfectly smooth ride. Nocao explained how the majority of their propulsion technology tapped into Earth’s magnetic fields to create a pollution-free mode of transport. Since most planets had a magnetic field, it was an instantly accessible power source throughout the universe and saved them from mining fossil fuels.

The Isharkute pedestrians glared at Sean as they passed. The attention made him uncomfortable, but he looked past their intimidating stares to take in the incredible city.

Each massive building block was a different shape and size, interlocking together with absolute precision. Sean had seen the ancient building technique around the world in different cultures, from the mountains of Peru to the Giza Plateau. Even the mysterious Easter Island had examples of the unusual style. To him at least, it was no longer a mystery who built them.

They stopped outside a stadium to the roar of a large crowd.

Nesuk led them into a dark humid passage that burrowed deep into the stadium walls. A fine mist wafted through the passage, leaving moisture on their faces. Sean licked his lips. It was salty, like seawater. The passage veered up towards daylight. The roar of the crowd reached a crescendo as they stepped into the lower section of a circular stadium surrounding a deep pool.

A giant squid dominated the pool, attempting to ensnare a small band of humans with its writhing tentacles. The humans fought the monster with rudimentary weapons, thrown to them at the whim of the Isharkute spectators. A tentacle looped around one of the men, smacked him against the wall, and then threw his limp carcass into the water to be devoured.

Sean backed away in horror, ready to bolt back down the passage. ‘What is that thing?’

‘We call them kraken,’ Nesuk said. ‘They’re found in the deepest oceans. Overseer Ramin uses them for his hybrid selection process. If there’s any human survivors from this lot, they’ll be integrated into his program.’

Sean kept a wide berth as they walked around the pool, realising he was looking at a creature lifted straight out of mythology. One of the men speared a thrashing tentacle and his companion chopped it off. The crowd cheered with approval, but their victory was short-lived. Both men were smothered in a web of tentacles and dragged into the water.

Their terrified screams sent a chill down his spine.

Nesuk escorted them into the stands. ‘Overseer Ramin is a member of the Sciences Guild, which makes him a powerful ally. But we must be cautious. Only speak when spoken to – and don’t look him in the eye.’

Sean could feel the gaze of the crowd shift to him the higher they climbed. He kept his head down, only glancing up for a second to look at Ramin. The overseer sat beneath a shade sail surrounded by the same girls from his chamber, who offered him platters of food and beverages. Ramin was slightly overweight compared to other Isharkute Sean had seen, and clearly enjoyed the privileges of being an overseer. Two warriors in gold-plated armor stepped forward, unslinging their staves.

Sean averted his eyes to the steps.

Ramin huffed impatiently and waved the warriors away. ‘Come, now! We must be civil to our guests,’ he said jovially, barely taking his eyes off the entertainment in the pool. He casually plucked a grape from a slave girl’s tray and popped it in his mouth.

The crowd roared again.

Sean quivered at the thought of another human life extinguished like it meant nothing.

‘A worthless batch of meat, this lot,’ Ramin cried. ‘Who’s responsible for herding such worthless stock into my arena? I’ll have their beard!’

Nesuk bowed as he spoke. ‘Ramin, this is the human boy called Sean.’

Sean kept his gaze fixed on the steps.

‘For a human boy, you’ve caused a great deal of controversy,’ Ramin said, finally turning his attention to the scrawny teenager. ‘Look at me, child.’

Sean obediently lifted his head, expecting an overseer full of prejudice like Senetep, but finding a confusingly friendly face.

‘Offering you asylum has come with great risk. I’ve still yet to see any proof you’re worth the trouble. If it weren’t for Nesuk, here, th –’

‘Sean’s DNA is the key to our salvation,’ Nocao cut in.

Ramin raised an eyebrow. ‘I appreciate Horumbut’s research into a cure for our affliction, but it appears he neglected to instruct you on social protocol.’

‘Overseer Ramin,’ Nesuk said, casting a frown at Nocao, ‘please forgive Nocao’s impertinent nature. He’s spent several years isolated with his father. Social protocol is something he’s refining.’

Ramin eased back and took a contemplative sip of his drink.

The crowd applauded once more. Sean fought the urge to turn around and noticed one of the slave girls watching him. At first, he didn’t recognise her, but it was the tall girl from his chamber. Vibrant blue make-up now highlighted her intoxicating brown eyes. His heart raced with excitement. There was something mysteriously alluring about her.

Ramin tapped her shoulder impatiently. ‘Yeesha, fruit!’

Yeesha! Now he knew her name. At least there was someone his age – and human – to talk to. Even one minute alone with her would help alleviate his overwhelming sense of isolation. Yeesha dutifully raised the bowl for her overseer.

His fleeting connection with Yeesha had spiked the overseer’s interest. Ramin leant forward keenly and continued, ‘Why is Sean’s DNA different to the humans of this time?’

Sean liked hearing his name. It was a step up from human and meat.

‘We’re not sure yet,’ Nesuk said. ‘Ten thousand years is not enough time for evolution alone to make the changes. It looks like it’s been cultivated to become more like ours.’

‘Cultivated by whom?’

‘Most probably us.’

‘But this cure is still based on theory – is it not?’

‘It is, but there’s one way I can present you with finite proof,’ Nocao said.

‘Explain,’ Ramin said eagerly.

Nocao continued before he could be interrupted by Nesuk, who was looking suitably annoyed. ‘Our degrading DNA doesn’t just affect procreation; it’s now mutating to attack healthy young Isharkute – like your son Khalil. I understand his body is in the advanced stages of cellular degradation. I can save him.’

‘How?’

‘Humans from the future, like Sean, have a third DNA strand which makes it similar to ours. I believe I can synthesise a cure from his DNA. I’d have to accelerate my father’s work by extracting his cerebrospinal fluid, but to present your son to the Emperor, completely cured, would be irrefutable evidence.’

Sean’s back twinged at the thought. So that was the plan – he was glad he hadn’t asked earlier, or he might have thought twice.

Ramin stroked his beard in consternation, clearly enticed by the proposition. ‘Your father’s research indicates a female DNA strand is also needed. Otherwise we cannot procreate.’

‘Yes, it would only be half a cure, but it will give your son valuable time until he reaches life-bearing age.’

‘It’s not a cure if we cannot have offspring,’ Nesuk argued. ‘If Sean dies, it would be a waste of a perfectly good specimen. This is an unnecessary risk. We have the research to back our theory.’

‘But, as Ramin said, it’s still a theory!’ Nocao said. ‘Without the procedure, Khalil will spend the rest of his life in stasis, prolonging his inevitable death. I admit, it’s only a temporary fix until we have the female DNA, but it will prove that human DNA is a viable source, and we must act now to secure it for our future generations.’

Ramin exhaled heavily. ‘The prospect of returning my son to health is something I never thought I’d see in my lifetime. The offer is tempting, but not without considerable risk.’ He focused on Sean. ‘Would you give your life to save my son?’

‘I’ll do what I can…for the good of both our species,’ Sean said, glancing at Yeesha.

‘You speak with confidence, but I smell fear. That’s good. You should fear your makers.’ Ramin turned to Nocao. ‘My scientists will give you what you need.’

‘I can take over Horumbut’s work from here,’ Nesuk said. ‘Nocao is too young for such responsibility. He hasn’t even been inducted into the Sciences Guild yet.’

‘Sean only has enough genetic material for one procedure,’ Nocao said. ‘I understand my father’s work better than anyone. One mistake and it would be deadly for host and recipient.’

Ramin stood and addressed Nesuk with authority. ‘Considering the circumstances, I want you to assist Nocao with the procedure.’ Nesuk immediately protested with a slew of reasons why he should be in charge, but Ramin promptly cut him off. ‘I share your reservations, Nesuk, but as you said, Nocao’s spent years on the project already.’

‘What if Khalil dies?’ Nesuk said.

‘Then we dissect the boy, take what we need, and return what’s left to Senetep to avoid a civil war.’

Sean shuddered at the notion of such callous treatment. It proved that Isharkute prejudices were strong, but not impenetrable. Nocao was the closest thing he had to a friend, and if his plan worked, Ramin would be in debt to them. Beneath the gnawing fear, he felt the excitement of progress. If he could change the Isharkute perception of the value of just one human life, even if it were his own, then he’d have made a difference.

His dad would have been proud. 


— CHAPTER 21 —
THE FIRST LIGHT

Sean and Nocao spent the rest of the day in the chamber on the top of Sean’s pyramid. At sunset they would be taken to perform the operation on Khalil. Sean paced in nervous circles while Nocao worked on joining two holographic DNA strands, shifting them together like a 3D puzzle. They held together for a second, then collapsed, just like they’d done all afternoon. Nocao pounded the table with a frustrated grunt.

‘There must be another way,’ Sean said.

‘There isn’t. I can’t reverse Khalil’s cell damage without draining every drop of your cerebrospinal fluid.’

Sean was well aware that without the precious fluid, his brain would collapse against the inside of his skull, cutting off its own blood supply and killing him within minutes.

‘I thought my father’s research was enough to fill in the gaps in the sequencing,’ Nocao said. ‘I should have paid more attention to his work when he was alive.’

Sean knew exactly how Nocao felt. For years, he had questioned his dad’s views on the evolution of ancient civilisations, preferring to focus on conspiracies and ancient alien theories. Maybe if he’d followed in his dad’s footsteps and studied more accepted avenues of archaeology, they might have found clues about the Isharkute sooner.

‘I know how you feel,’ Sean said. ‘I should’ve listened to my dad more, but I always thought I knew better… And now when I really need him, he’s gone.’

‘If I don’t get this right, you will die.’

Sean took a deep breath and steeled himself. ‘William once said to me, “Believe in yourself and go for it.” ’

Nocao deactivated the DNA hologram. ‘You mean…go with my gut.’

Sean nodded. ‘I know you can make it work.’

Nesuk arrived as the dwindling tendrils of daylight grasped the horizon. He took them to the main pyramid and escorted them deep into its dank subterranean complex.

Sean shivered uncontrollably – a combination of nervous anticipation and the sudden drop in temperature. ‘It’s like a fridge down here,’ he chattered, trying not to appear too scared.

‘Colder air slows the progression of cellular degradation,’ Nesuk said. ‘Prolonged exposure to cold is normally lethal for our species, but with the sick, it can extend their lives by years.’

Ramin stood at the entrance to the infirmary. ‘About time! My beard’s almost frozen stiff.’ Sean let out a nervous laugh and the overseer scowled, obviously unwilling to appreciate his own humour.

A large airtight door hissed loudly as its seals parted, flushing everyone with a blast of frigid air. Two Isharkute scientists wearing reflective, temperature-controlled body suits emerged from the swirling vapors looking like modern-day astronauts. It reminded Sean of the ancient cave paintings and Aztec statues depicting god-like beings wearing spacesuits. Maybe this was what his ancestors were attempting to convey in their paintings.

Once inside the infirmary, Nocao and the other Isharkute slipped into protective suits. Sean was curious. It was bitingly cold, probably a few degrees above zero, but certainly not enough to freeze a person to death. ‘Will I need a suit?’ he asked Nocao.

‘No. Your body’s better equipped for cold than ours – a minor improvement implemented by our ancestors.’

‘I’d say it’s a pretty big improvement.’

‘You have one hour,’ Ramin said loudly.

‘I’m ready,’ Nocao said, sealing up his suit.

‘Why only one hour?’ Sean whispered.

‘Once Khalil is removed from hibernation, his temperature will rise, accelerating his cellular decay. Every minute he’s out of the chamber, he’s dying.’

Sean felt more alienated than usual amongst the throng of silver suits and wanted the whole thing to be over as quickly as possible.

A series of frosty stairs led them down into the sobering silence of the infirmary’s main gallery. Hundreds of Isharkute hung around them in suspended animation chambers. There were multiple levels, reaching high into the pyramid. The gaunt faces and bony bodies were covered in blotchy purple bruises. Most had lost their beards and held onto withering wisps of hair. Each frozen expression stared blankly, eyes wide open and clouded with cataracts.

Ramin directed them to a pair of granite slabs, above which hung an imposing array of frosted steel tubes and medical apparatus. Sean shivered harder. ‘What do I need to do?’ he asked through clenched teeth.

‘Take off your clothing,’ Nesuk said.

Sean removed his top and the chilly air raised goosebumps across his skin. He crossed his arms, trying to hold the small amount of warmth to his skinny body.

‘Lie on the slab face down,’ Nocao said.

Sean hoisted himself onto the slab and gasped as the cold stone pressed against his skin. Two scientists arrived with an anti-grav tray carrying Khalil’s emaciated body as Nocao pulled down an overhead lead and inserted his data crystal. Holographic displays projected streams of data detailing Sean’s vital signs and physiology. The scientists carefully lifted Khalil from the tray onto the adjacent slab. The frail alien was in a zombie-like trance and barely able to move his body without assistance.

Ramin watched his son with a forlorn expression.

Sean appreciated the overseer’s sacrifice. He was risking his son’s life on an unproven procedure with an inexperienced scientist. It proved how desperate the Isharkute affliction had become.

Nesuk removed his thermal gloves and prodded Sean’s spine. Nocao pulled down a large tube and attached it to a twenty-centimetre needle. Sean tensed at the sight of the humongous silver needle – this was really going to hurt.

His preoccupation with the impending injection distracted him from the fact that Nesuk had just injected his arm with a smaller pneumatic syringe.

Darkness followed.

There were no dreams, no cohesive thoughts – just excruciating agony that racked every fibre of his being.

*     *     *

Sean jolted upright. A searing pain shot down the length of his spine, making stars dance in front of his eyes. The burning eased and he became aware of his surroundings.

He was alive, and no longer inside the dank infirmary.

Warm sunlight filtered through a muslin curtain hanging around his bed. Beyond the screen, he could make out blurry humanoid shapes darting about. The drapes swished open to reveal Yeesha. She teased him with a smile and rushed off to whisper with the other slave girls. Sean shifted to the edge of the bed. His body felt stiff, as though it had been crudely ripped apart and rebuilt. He stretched out his arms and his elbows cracked. Every joint felt rough, like sand was grinding inside them.

The sound of approaching footfalls silenced the girls and they fell into line.

Ramin tore the drapes aside. Nocao stood behind him, eagerly peering over his shoulder.

‘Did it work?’ Sean asked wearily.

Ramin stepped aside. Khalil limped across the room with Nesuk’s assistance. The purple blotches on his skin were now light blemishes, and his eyes had returned to a normal colour. He was still gaunt, but there was life in his face.

‘Whoa! You look heaps better. I wish I felt the same,’ Sean said, hanging his legs over the side of the bed. His feet buzzed as they touched the cool stone floor.

‘Your sacrifice returned my son to health,’ Ramin said, placing a hand on Khalil’s shoulder. ‘Something I never believed possible.’

Khalil managed the Sign of Union with his skeletal hands and Sean returned the gesture against the protest of his aching joints.

‘I’ve considered your quest to return to your own time,’ Ramin said. ‘We have discussed it at length and decided to help.’

‘But I have no way of getting home.’

‘The Emperor has the power to send you home, but he doesn’t involve himself in local skirmishes and politics. This means we have no safe route past Senetep’s border patrols to reach him. However, there is one way to grant you a direct audience with Emperor Neberun, one that will almost guarantee you get the crystal you need to power the time machine.’ Ramin placed a crystal card on the bed next to Sean, activating a three-dimensional hologram of an elongated crown.

Sean had seen its distinct shape before. ‘That’s a Pharaoh’s crown!’

‘The crown is a gift of great power. This year, the Great Arena is celebrating the tenth millennia of arena battles, and the Emperor is offering the victor a crown embedded with a crystal of immense power.’

‘With enough power to activate Senetep’s time machine?’

‘Yes, but only once,’ Nocao said. ‘We’re opening a wormhole to the future. It’s a gateway less than the size of an atom, so the energy required to stretch it open and send us through is considerable. It will drain the crystal with one use.’

‘Us?’ Sean asked.

‘I’m coming with you. As you know, your male DNA is only half the cure. I need to send back a sample of female DNA from the future to complete the sequence.’

‘Can’t you just enter hibernation and wait ten thousand years until our DNA’s ready?’

‘No, it’s not that simple. Ten thousand years isn’t enough time for human evolution to naturally develop a third DNA strand on its own. It needs careful manipulation. Our species will need to enter cryogenic sleep to preserve what life we have left. Then, every few hundred years our scientists will return to capture human hosts and accelerate their DNA in the right direction.’

‘I guess that explains all the alien abduction stories then,’ Sean said dryly. Everyone stared at him blankly. ‘Don’t worry, it’s a joke…’

‘What’s a…joke?’ Nocao asked.

‘My lame attempt to see the humor in this situation.’ They still looked perplexed. ‘You know, something amusing. You guys don’t ever tell jokes?’

‘There is nothing humorous about the future of our race,’ Nesuk said.

‘Forget it,’ Sean said. ‘If Nocao and I use the crystal’s power to jump forward, then how did I travel back in time? Wasn’t the crystal drained of power?’

‘It will be, but I’ve figured a way to offset smaller crystals into the crown, recharging it until you use it again in ten thousand years. Just enough for your journey here.’

‘So if I used that charge to get here, how will you send the female DNA back?’

‘I’m working on another device that will remain hidden on Earth over the millennia,’ Nesuk said. ‘It can be used to jump-start the crown a second time after you’ve come back. It won’t be enough to send Nocao back, but it will have the power to send a message…one encoded with the female DNA strand.’

‘But that means you’ll be stuck in the future,’ Sean said.

Nocao nodded. ‘It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. My father would have done the same.’

Sean took a contemplative breath. It was a lot to wake up to, but he finally wrapped his head around the plan. ‘Why would the Emperor give something so valuable like the crown away?’

‘Crowns awarded in the Great Arena symbolise the First Light,’ Nocao said. ‘When activated, the crystal’s energy is filtered through the crown casing and transferred to anything it touches. It extends life and imbues the user with great power. These crystals are forged in the hearts of dying stars and infused with the life force of the universe.’

‘Life force?’

‘It’s an energy that’s been expanding ever since the First Light,’ Nesuk said.

Sean suddenly understood. ‘The First Light – you’re talking about the creation of the universe. We call it the Big Bang.’

‘Then our beliefs are not so different,’ Ramin said. ‘You understand its power.’

‘I do,’ Sean said. He’d seen those powers in action – the bright blue energy bolts Caliph used to destroy the Sphinx. Now it made sense. Caliph must have had access to a crown, probably the one Azar found in the delta. If the Emperor awarded a crown every year for the Great Arena, then multiple crowns could be hidden on Earth. Their existence might explain why the ancient Pharaohs were looked upon as gods. They were probably just normal men equipped with a crown of alien origin; a technology that would look like magic to the ancients.

‘All that’s left for us to do is win,’ Ramin said.

‘How do we do that?’ Sean asked.

‘Arenas are deadly battlegrounds where hybrids fight to gain control of key positions,’ Ramin said. He waved his hand over the hologram of the crown and it shimmered into a replay of the last Great Arena. In the centre was a vast circular pool from which towered four skyscraper-sized obelisks. Precarious walkways and climbing structures weaved up the obelisks with platforms hovering like clouds around their peaks. It was swarming with countless mythological monsters engaged in a bloodthirsty battle of survival.

‘The battle takes place on the ground, the obelisks, and in the air,’ Ramin said. ‘Isharkute trainers from all over the galaxy converge on the Great Arena once every decade to achieve victory and claim the crown. Trainers spend years perfecting their teams, using the finest specimens to build their hybrids.’

‘When’s the next one?’

‘In two months. We will assemble a team and fight for the crown.’

‘You’d do all this just to help me return home?’

Ramin laughed. ‘Your naivety is amusing. This prestigious award ensures my name will be known throughout the Empire. It will give me respect, power, and influence. Then, of course, there’s the small matter of saving our species from extinction.’

Sean smiled. An Isharkute with a sense of humor after all. ‘Can you win?’

‘With your help in the arena, we have an advantage.’

Sean looked at the hologram and his chest tightened with anxiety. How could he fight these terrifying creatures that had dominated human folklore for millennia? He looked to Nocao for support, only to find the same expectant glare. ‘You want me to fight?’

‘Your escape from Senetep’s capital was impressive,’ Ramin said. ‘And your intellect is far superior to any other human.’

‘But, I-I’m not a hybrid,’ Sean stammered.

‘You will learn,’ Ramin said sternly. He waved over the warrior guarding the door.

The warrior activated his stave and aimed at Sean.

Sean’s fear transformed into a burning sensation down his spine. A whoosh of air blew the drapes apart and he turned his head to find a set of wings fluttering behind him. They were shaped like dragonfly wings, paper-thin and tethered with an opaque, extremely tensile skin, stretching out from between his shoulder blades.

‘What the hell?’ he yelped, jumping off the bed. ‘What did you do to me?’

‘There were complications with the procedure,’ Nocao said. ‘I had to completely drain your cerebrospinal fluid, so we altered your physiology to save your life. The wings regenerate your spinal fluid and keep you alive.’

Sean could feel them now, hardwired into his anatomy, just like an arm or leg. They buzzed faster when he thought about them.

‘We have much work ahead of us,’ Ramin said. ‘Your training for the Great Arena begins shortly.’

‘I don’t know how to fight. You must have hybrids more powerful than me.’

‘Yes, but not as clever. Winning is about strategy, not strength.’

‘I wouldn’t last two seconds. I can’t do it… I hate heights – how could I fly?’

‘You will learn.’

‘What if I trained the teams instead? As you said, I’m good at strategy.’

‘We should tell him now,’ Nocao said, cutting in.

Silence befell the group.

‘Tell me what?’ Sean said, anxious for someone to continue.

‘I’ve heard rumors from Senetep’s capital that your father is still alive, and being trained for the Great Arena.’

Sean was ecstatic for a second, then it hit him. ‘Does that mean I have to fight him?’

‘Not necessarily,’ Nocao said. ‘Teams initially fight the arena creatures for control, but eventually fight each other when the battle becomes desperate.’

‘We don’t know how much of your father is left,’ Ramin said.

‘But he could still be…my dad?’

‘Yes. And there is one more thing… The victorious team has the Right of Selection to choose a member from a losing team. If we win, and your father survives, you could be reunited.’

Sean’s wings buzzed with excitement. He took a deep breath and calmed himself before he blew everyone over. It was hard to believe that only a week before, he was studying for school exams – now he had wings and was about to fight in a battle of epic proportions. It was crazy.

Focusing his attention back to the arena hologram, an outrageous idea suddenly occurred to him. His surreal predicament was not as removed from his life as he first thought, and in a bizarre way, he’d been preparing for this exact situation for years. It was all about strategy, and he had the perfect solution.

‘I have something that could help us win,’ Sean said, rising to the challenge. 


— CHAPTER 22 —
A WILL TO FIGHT

The metal gate rattled up into the wall, bathing Henry in sunlight. After living in the dreary confines of the hybrid pens, the natural warmth was irresistible. He trotted forward on four muscular horse legs and squinted down at his new hybrid body. The glistening jet-black hair of his equine torso blended seamlessly into his waist, and from there up, he remained untouched – the perfect hybrid of man and horse.

His mind was finally clearing after the cocktail of potent anti-rejection salves and injections. His memories were still hazy, and horrendous nightmares of the hybrid labs had woken him every night in a lather of sweat.

He trotted out into a circular training arena dominated by a battered obelisk that stood ten stories tall, marked with dark bloodstains and deep scratches. It was accessible via four small bridges over a deep, dark pool of water.

Henry cantered towards the pool. The sensation of walking on four legs felt weirdly natural. His body had adjusted to the anatomical change, but rational thought battled to accept it. His horse half spoke to him with unbridled surges of adrenaline, urging him to run, but for the first time since his transformation, his human side had control.

A gate on the far side of the arena opened and Ranatar limped out wearing a metallic leg brace. His decorated beard of rank was gone, and even from a distance, Henry could see his face was twisted with bitterness.

Henry’s two hearts thumped harder and his legs became skittish. He fought hard to resist charging his approaching captor.

‘Today you begin your training,’ Ranatar announced.

‘Go to hell!’ Henry said with a raspy voice.

‘Overseer Senetep is assembling a team for the Great Arena. You will be part of that team and lay down your life for his glory.’

‘Senetep can kiss my arse,’ Henry replied, finding his full voice.

‘Your arse is now the back end of a demented baboon. Do as we say, or we will dismember you for spare parts.’

‘Then do it!’

‘Humor me – human,’ Ranatar said with a snide grin. He waved to the gates around the arena wall and they lifted in unison.

Henry cantered in a circle to watch the mythological figures enter the arena, creatures he’d only ever seen carved in stone or painted on temple walls. The first to approach was a slender sphinx bearing the head of a woman with hazel eyes and long brown hair. He sensed something familiar about her face, almost as though he should know her.

‘Prime specimens from our most promising stock,’ Ranatar said. ‘This is your ground team. Some are veteran fighters, others are still fresh.’

A burly black-headed minotaur was followed by a tall cyclops with an oversized eye in the middle of his forehead. Next was a manticore, with the head of a man, the body of a lion, large leathery wings, and the tail of a scorpion. The menacing creature snarled at Henry, baring three rows of razor sharp teeth.

A shadow swooshed overhead and Henry peered up to a sky bustling with flying hybrids of all shapes and sizes. A black pegasus circled the obelisk, coming to rest on one of the upper platforms. There were men with wings and talons for feet. Giant vibrantly coloured birds screeched loudly as they swooped the other hybrids. He spotted two powerful griffins, with the body and legs of a lion and the wings and head of an eagle.

Isharkute warriors perched high in the stands fired warning shots at any hybrid that veered too close to the boundary.

‘Unbelievable!’ Henry whispered to himself.

‘You must fight as a team,’ Ranatar said. ‘Find a way of surviving together.’

‘I’m not fighting,’ Henry said bluntly.

Ranatar limped towards the stands. ‘Then you will never know what happened to your son.’

Henry welled with emotion. Memories of a life he’d forgotten flashed through his mind, filling him with a joy that was tainted by an intense, undeniable sorrow. These weren’t like the drug-induced hallucinations and emotions he’d experienced since his transformation, but were real feelings. He remembered Sean. The love he felt for him – the need to protect him.

‘W-Where is he? Is he all right?’

‘Satisfy me in the arena, and I may tell you.’ Ranatar limped away without looking back.

Henry was panting quickly and his hoof scraped anxiously across the stone.

‘You don’t remember me?’ the sphinx said, breaking his focus.

‘Should I?’ Henry said, still watching Ranatar.

‘We survived the Pyramid of Trials.’

Henry looked down at the sphinx and a name came to him. ‘Khearu!’

‘Yes, and this is Pamose,’ she said, nodding to the minotaur. Pamose snorted in acknowledgement and twitched his brass nose ring. It was Pamose’s body, but his neck had been crudely stretched and grafted with the head of a black bull. The Isharkute had stripped away his human head, only keeping his eyes and brain intact within the bull’s head.

‘We didn’t see you after the hybrid labs. We thought you were dead,’ Khearu said. ‘We’ve already started training.’

Henry had no idea how long he’d been locked up in the hybrid pens; however, his memories were slowly returning.

‘This is Kryos,’ Khearu said, circling the cyclops. ‘He’s our eye in the arena.’

Kryos was two metres tall and appeared to have once been human. His face bore the scars of skeletal alterations to accommodate his huge feline-looking eye.

‘This is Hesalbar,’ Khearu said, sitting next to the manticore on her hind legs like a cat. ‘For a hybrid, he’s long lived in the arena.’

Hesalbar was an intimidating creature with intelligent eyes framed by long black hair flecked with grey. Henry guessed he’d be in his forties if he were still human. His powerful reptilian wings nestled along a fur coat littered with battle scars.

Hesalbar circled Henry. ‘You will fight with us, Henry,’ he said hoarsely. ‘If your ineptitude kills one of us, I’ll strip the meat from your bones.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘The pale-skinned human travellers are known by all.’

Henry cantered abruptly to face Hesalbar. ‘Have you seen my son?’

Hesalbar ignored the question. ‘They used a prime horse to build you. You will be fast…if nothing else.’

‘Is he alive?’ Henry asked desperately.

‘We haven’t seen him,’ Khearu said.

A horn signaled the beginning of training.

‘What do we do?’ Henry asked.

‘Our teams must defend three circles,’ Khearu said. ‘There’s one on the floor, on the obelisk, and in the sky. We defend the floor. The obelisk and sky teams will take care of their own.’

Kryos spotted their circle and pointed with a grunt. It was at least two hundred metres away, located next to the pool. The group broke into a run, leaving Henry in a cloud of dust. Ranatar’s laugh echoed around the empty arena stands, taunting him to follow.

Henry burst into a gallop. The wind buffeted his face like he was sitting on the front of a fast-moving car. The speed was liberating. All his stress and anxiety seemed to ease with each pound of his hooves and he easily caught up to his team.

Hesalbar grunted and leapt into the air, gliding ahead to remain leader of the pack.

‘What now?’ Henry asked as they united inside the circle.

The water began to fizz, quickly transforming the entire pool into a broiling frenzy that sent small waves across their feet.

‘It’s an ocean leviathan,’ Khearu said. ‘The Isharkute call them kraken.’

Dozens of glistening tentacles surfaced from the depths of the pool, reaching skyward like fingers, swaying and rising with a mind of their own. Henry trotted back to a safe distance.

‘Stay in the circle!’ Hesalbar growled.

‘How do we fight it?’ Henry said.

Khearu paced in front of him. ‘Weapons appear at intervals; we must collect them.’

Henry could feel his hearts hammering. The tentacles were now over twenty metres in the air and curling down towards them. Thicker anchoring tentacles suctioned to the arena floor, heaving the tremendous beast towards the surface as its glistening pearlescent mantle emerged like a second obelisk, showering them with saltwater.

The kraken was a squid of epic proportions.

‘The head of the creature cannot be destroyed,’ Khearu said. ‘You must attack the tentacles.’

‘Where are our weapons?’ Henry said.

Kryos grunted and pointed towards a cylindrical tube rising from the arena floor on the far side of the pool.

‘I can get them,’ Henry said, desperate to prove himself useful. He started across the nearest bridge to shortcut the pool and a wall of tentacles surfaced on either side. He reared to avoid the writhing mass and stomped on one. It recoiled, only to slither back an instant later with five more. The tentacles quickly engulfed the bridge in both directions.

‘Get back to the circle!’ Hesalbar screamed, swooping in.

‘I can’t,’ Henry cried.

Hesalbar lashed his scorpion stinger at the sea of squirming limbs, clearing a path for Henry to escape. ‘Take Pamose. Get the weapons. I’ll fight the kraken.’

Henry galloped back to the circle and Pamose jumped onto his back with a snort of warm spittle. ‘Hey, watch where you sneeze!’ Henry said, squirming.

To his own surprise, Henry jerked into a gallop like any other well-trained horse when Pamose kicked his equine side. Ouch! No wonder horses run so fast.

His enhanced cardiovascular system and four heaving lungs endowed him with incredible endurance, taking on the extra weight of the brawny minotaur like he weighed nothing. Henry was barely out of breath as they arrived at the cylindrical weapons cache.

Pamose jumped off and kicked the cache. The side panels ejected and a stash of weapons clanged across the arena floor. He picked out a long polearm with a sickle-shaped blade and hurled it to Henry with a grunt.

Henry swung it around – the weight and length feeling right for his height.

Pamose chose a large cleaver and sword for himself. Khearu and Kryos arrived. Khearu stepped into a pair of claw-bladed manacles. They locked tight with a mechanical click, equipping her paws with the perfect shredding weapons. Kryos seemed less fussy and armed himself with a machete and spiked club.

The four of them raced back to find their circle engulfed in tentacles. The enormous sea creature watched them with his black bulbous eyes.

Henry wasn’t sure if his new hybrid body was tuned into the leviathan’s emotions, but he sensed a great sadness in its gaze. The sight of his team slashing and severing tentacles in a shower of jade-coloured blood filled him with pity. Like him, the kraken was just another innocent species caught up in the Isharkute’s deadly games.

Now that he thought about it, Henry sensed a deeper connection to the world around him, to every living thing.

‘This is a hatchling compared to the ones in the Great Arena,’ Hesalbar said, landing in the circle.

‘They get bigger than this?’ Henry said.

‘Yes, and there will be four of them.’

Henry looked up. The battle in the sky was just as fierce, with flying teams fighting swarms of large beetles and oversized dragonflies. Stricken hybrids plunged into the pool or crashed in mangled heaps on the arena floor.

Henry’s circle illuminated and sirens sounded throughout the arena, signaling the end of training. He trotted around the circle to survey the surrounding carnage. The arena looked like a war zone.

Ranatar limped over, flanked by four armed trainers.

The sky teams swooped in and converged by the pool. A man with the head and wings of a giant falcon landed beside Henry. He’d seen the hybrid’s unmistakable form countless times on tomb walls and hieroglyphs all over Egypt – it was a living version of the Egyptian deity Horus. I’m never going to get used to this!

Ranatar pointed to a hybrid cowering from view high up behind the obelisk. ‘Bring that useless meat down here!’

Two of the Horus hybrids detained the straggler and dropped him in front of Ranatar. Henry sensed something familiar about the forlorn creature kneeling before them and edged to the front of the pack for a clearer view. His breath caught sharply in his throat – the skinny, scratched, and bruised figure was Caliph! A set of leathery wings drooped from his bare back and nestled under his legs that no longer ended in feet, but the oversized talons of an eagle. Just like himself, Caliph was now a hybrid – a male version of what mythology would eventually call a harpy.

Once his initial shock passed, Henry wondered how it was possible. He recalled that Senetep said a human had survived the Pyramid of Trials before him. It must have been Caliph. But how did he travel back in time? How was he even alive?

Ranatar unsheathed a blade from his tunic, making firm eye contact with Henry. ‘Let this be a lesson to all hybrids. Those who disobey orders and refuse to fight die by my blade.’

Henry considered leaving Caliph to his fate. The Egyptian had betrayed him, his country, and everything they stood for in archaeology. He was responsible for forcing them into this upside-down world. Still, Caliph was the only connection to a future that felt more like a dream every day – a dream that was quickly fading. He needed a companion, someone he could talk to – even if was just to make sure he wasn’t going crazy.

Henry rushed forward, polearm raised. ‘Let him live!’

The trainers drew their staves on him.

Ranatar looked unflinchingly up at Henry, his blade poised over Caliph’s throat. ‘It seems you found the will to fight.’

‘You’re damn right! If you kill him, I’ll drive this blade through your neck.’

Caliph raised his head, peering up at the centaur who saved his life.

Ranatar laughed heartily and sheathed his blade. ‘I’ll give you one chance to make this pitiful excuse for a hybrid fight.’

‘Where’s my son?’

‘Fight… Survive, and maybe one day I’ll tell you.’

‘Is he alive? Just give me that – at least.’

Ranatar limped away without saying anything. Henry sensed the alien was hiding something. Where was his decorated beard? Why was he training hybrids instead of holding the rank of Commander? He had the sudden, unshakable feeling that Sean was responsible for his apparent demotion and crippling injury. Maybe that was why the alien was taking such an interest in him.

Henry felt a surge of optimism, confident for the first time since they were separated that Sean was okay. He looked down to the crumpled shape of his former nemesis. Caliph looked weary, beaten in body and soul – a dwindling will to live haunting his sunken eyes. Henry dropped the polearm and put out his hand as a peace offering.

Caliph stared at his hand for a pensive moment, then finally grasped it, forging their unlikely union. 


— CHAPTER 23 —
MYTHIC

Sean stood in the middle of Ramin’s impressive gallery. All around him, wide stone columns dominated the cavernous expanse, supporting even more monolithic ceiling slabs. The simple-but-gigantic construction reminded him of the Karnak Temple in Egypt. It was bustling with dignitaries, trainers, scientists, and commoners, each jostling to see him – the strange boy from the future. The air was stifling and the sea of alien faces intimidating. His spine tingled with anticipation, tempting him to fly away from the prying alien eyes.

One problem remained. Heights. He hated them.

Ramin watched from his throne. The overseer appeared bored and waved away the fruit platters on offer from his doting slave girls. Two well-groomed sphinxes on leashes lazed beside the slaves, each one created from the lithe body of a lioness and the attractive head of a young girl.

Sean noticed Yeesha sitting closest to Ramin, exquisitely dressed in shimmering silk robes. She smiled at him, easing his claustrophobia.

‘Well?’ Ramin bellowed. ‘Are you going to entertain us with your trinkets from the future or not?’

Nocao emerged from the crowd and gave Sean a palm-sized crystal card. ‘It’s ready.’

The card pulsed with a flashing red button in the centre, waiting to be activated. Although his laptop had been destroyed in the crash, Ramin’s warriors managed to salvage the ship’s data, including his laptop transfer, which was now stored in the card. He pressed the button and the sound of his system boot-up echoed through the gallery.

The onlookers exchanged puzzled glances at the strange noise.

Within seconds, his desktop was projected across the ceiling for all to see: an image of the pyramids, crowded with icons and folders. The crystal in his hand projected a touchable holographic keyboard.

Ramin strolled down to the gallery floor and the sphinxes sauntered after him like doting pets. One of the sphinxes rubbed against Sean’s leg like a giant cat and he struggled to keep his feet grounded. The hybrid was an unsettling mix of beauty and barbarity, yet there was something familiar about her face.

‘You said you have something to assist us in the Great Arena,’ Ramin said.

‘It’s a game called Mythic,’ Sean said, using his spare hand to navigate the programs.

‘What kind of game?’

‘Um… Well…you create teams and fight. Just like the Great Arena. I play it online against my friends every Friday night.’

Ramin stroked his beard with a bemused expression. ‘Your modern tongue is lost on me, child. There is only one thing that matters… Do you win?’

‘My friends hate playing against me. They can’t beat me,’ Sean said with a creeping smile, remembering that, to the envy of his friends, his name had been at the top of Mythic’s leaderboards for weeks.

‘That’s more like it!’ Ramin responded, clapping excitedly. ‘We shall watch you win.’

The slave girls set up a recliner for Ramin in the middle of the gallery floor.

Sean activated Mythic with shaking hands. He was used to playing in the privacy of his own room, not in front of hundreds of spectators. If he ever needed to win, this was it.

The game opened with a brief animation of mythical beasts battling one another for supremacy. There was a collective ‘ooh’ from the audience. Sean relaxed a little, glad to have captured their attention so easily. He started a new game and the team selection screen presented an array of humans and animals that could be altered to make any kind of creature.

‘You have a hybrid program in your time!’ Ramin exclaimed.

‘No. This is just a computer game, but we can create the same kind of conditions as the Great Arena and work out strategies to beat Senetep.’

‘Bring refreshments,’ Ramin said, settling into the recliner. The sphinxes nestled on either side of him to watch.

With Nocao’s help, Sean devised a range of hybrids already known to the Isharkute. Using the map-building function of the game, they recreated the layout of the Great Arena. The enthralled crowds were treated to platters of fruit as they spent the next twenty minutes fine-tuning the selections.

‘If you have such games in the future, why not play them for real?’ Ramin asked. ‘Why waste your time with imitations?’

‘We don’t have the biological technology.’

‘You don’t?’ Ramin remarked.

‘We can transplant organs and grow body parts from stem cells. But we can’t create hybrids like you.’ Sean looked up as the game started with a slow reveal of the four obelisks and floating platforms. ‘This is just a quick custom map to show you what it can do.’ He moved his teams around, attempting to take control of key positions; zooming in for quick battles, then pulling out to watch the progress of all his teams.

The audience responded with gasps and excited chatter like they were watching a real arena battle.

‘Who’s controlling the other team?’ Ramin asked.

‘The game’s thinking for itself…working out the best way to fight me.’

Ramin stood and motioned forward a towering Isharkute from his entourage of hybrid trainers. ‘Guntar, join us.’

Sean couldn’t help noticing that Guntar’s muscular arms and legs bore the scars of countless vicious encounters. Three deep-set scars circled his neck and ran up the side of his head past his ears, giving the impression his battered face was a mask concealing his true features. His beard was plaited into a tight tail beneath his chin, reminiscent of the Egyptian pharaonic style, and tightly woven with beads of rank and achievement. His clothes were simple and sparse, highlighted by a gold pauldron encrusted with the reflective scales of a slain beast over his shoulder.

‘My hybrid trainer Guntar has seen five consecutive arenas,’ Ramin continued. ‘He was almost beheaded by a griffin in the last battle, and held his own face together for twelve hours until we returned.’

Guntar stood over Sean, watching the display with an unimpressed expression.

Sean’s concentration under the imposing alien faltered, causing one of his teams to die.

‘We can reprogram the game to play more like Senetep,’ Sean said sheepishly.

‘This is just a game,’ Guntar said. His deep voice was gravelly from years of screaming across arenas. ‘We already know how Senetep plays.’

‘But the game evolves and adapts to our strategies. It might even be able to predict things you’ve never seen before.’

‘It’s still just a game. There is no real threat.’

‘But it’s about strategy,’ Sean replied anxiously, looking to Ramin. ‘You said it was all about strategy.’

‘Yes, but only to a point,’ Ramin replied. ‘Can it help us, Guntar?’

After a long moment, the veteran trainer finally answered, ‘Possibly. But there’s no danger here. The boy has wasted too much time playing games. He’s pale and skinny, and too used to hiding behind simulations. To understand the arena, he must feel the heat of battle – the raw brutality of a hybrid fight. Once he’s proved himself worthy of such a battle, this program may be useful.’

‘Agreed!’ Ramin announced, turning to face the crowd. ‘Sean has shown technical and intellectual prowess, but first he must prove himself in combat. We shall give him a taste of battle.’

The crowd applauded voraciously.

Sean’s knees started to wobble – he was completely unprepared for physical combat. ‘When?’

‘Now!’ Guntar said, snatching the crystal from his hand, terminating the game. ‘This is no simulation. You fight to stay alive.’

Nocao stepped forward. ‘If Sean fights, then I fight with him.’

‘Then join your human friend,’ Ramin said, returning to his throne. ‘He will need all the help he can get.’

Sean felt a small burst of confidence – with Nocao by his side, he might stand a chance. He’d already seen a kraken in action. What other horrors could possibly await them? Yeesha’s terrified look told him he was about to find out.

‘Begin!’ Ramin called out.

The crowds moved back as the gallery floor parted down the middle, retracting like the lid of a giant sarcophagus. Sean now found himself staring down into an underground obstacle course of climbing walls, ropes, and precarious walkways. The multi-story complex stretched the length of the gallery, with its lowest level flanked by a series of large gates. The enthusiastic Isharkute peered over the edge, cheering for the entertainment to begin.

Guntar escorted Sean and Nocao down a set of steps into the course. They now stood a good two levels below the gallery on a starting platform.

Guntar raised his stave. ‘You must reach the far end of the gallery.’ He pointed out two tower-like structures midway through the course. ‘Inside the checkpoints, you’ll find staves. They operate on a timer and only last for a short period before shutting down. Speed is the key to surviving. The longer you take, the more gates will open, and the more hybrids you will encounter.’

Sean was lightheaded with panic. His legs were weak and shaky, but his hybrid wings tingled excitedly, itching to feel the rush of air.

Guntar marched up the stairs and joined the raucous spectators.

Sean smiled and nodded to Nocao. ‘Thanks for joining me. There’s no way I could do this on my own.’

‘Begin!’ Guntar bellowed from above.

Translucent blue force fields activated all around the obstacle course, closing them in.

‘What do we do now?’ Sean cried above the increasing crescendo of voices.

‘Run!’ Nocao screamed, sprinting across the walkway to a wall covered in small climbing notches. ‘Get over before the first wave –’

‘Of what?’ Sean yelled, trying to balance on the half-metre-wide walkway.

The first set of gates rattled open. Sean lost his balance and fell hard. He hung over the edge for a few seconds, painfully sucking the air back into his winded lungs. It was at least twenty metres to the stone floor below.

A shadow flickered over the walkway and he glanced up to see a massive prehistoric-looking dragonfly buzzing around the upper reaches of the gallery. Its gleaming red exoskeleton and yellow-orange wings flashed brilliantly as it passed through the beams of sunlight. The poisonous stinger adorning the tip of its tail was the size of a boat anchor.

‘What’s that thing?’

‘Scarlet dropwing,’ Nocao shot back, plunging down the opposite side of the wall.

Sean regained his footing and scaled the notches to the top of the wall. He felt a rush of air across his back as the dropwing closed in, buzzing loudly, stinger arched forward to impale his feeble body.

‘Look out!’ Nocao screamed.

The stinger zoomed by Sean’s ear and he toppled blindly over the edge into free fall. His sleeve caught on a climbing notch, slamming him against the wall. He hung completely still for a moment, dazed, surprised to be alive.

Nocao weaved ahead through the crisscrossing ropes towards the first checkpoint of weapons.

The dropwing dove again.

Sean was an easier target this time, hanging right in the middle of the wall. The urge to tear his sleeve free and jump beyond the walkway into mid-air was overwhelming. It was suicidal, but he had wings, after all.

The buzzing filled his ears.

He saw a flash of red…then scrunched his eyes shut and pushed off.

Sean heard the dropwing smash into the wall, then nothing except the sound of his clothes flapping. The air whipped his face as he plummeted towards a bone-crushing death, anticipating the collision. His back felt like it was on fire and without even thinking about it, his wings sprang out and carried him upward.

He opened his terrified eyes.

The obstacle course shrank beneath him as he sailed high into the gallery. The freedom was dreamlike. His wings were a natural extension of his body, the reflex to use them hard-coded into his genetic makeup. There was no learning curve – it was already second nature. He reached a dizzying height between the gallery pillars. His four wings buzzed in a blur of silver-blue. Adrenaline raced through his body. His senses felt ultra-heightened and his fear of heights appeared to be fading.

His newfound confidence was exhilarating.

Far below, the dropwing buzzed madly to remove its stinger from the wall while Nocao struggled through the ropes. Sean focused on the first checkpoint and dove, flying over the maze of ropes to the first tower. His blistering speed shot him right over the top to completely miss the landing.

‘Wow!’ he screamed, swooping about to land awkwardly.

Two staves were propped up in the centre of the platform. He took both and looked back to find Nocao climbing through the ropes, another dropwing tracking him from above like an angry wasp. Sean raced along the walkway and hurled the stave like a javelin.

The weapon sailed wide by metres to clatter across the arena floor far below.

Sean felt his face go red as the crowd booed and jeered. It was an embarrassingly bad throw. ‘Sorry,’ he cried.

Nocao shook his head and leapt into the tangle of ropes, attempting to climb onto the supporting gantry. The dropwing spiraled down after him, jabbing its stinger through the ropes.

‘Kill it!’ Nocao cried.

Sean tried to activate the stave. Nothing budged.

‘Push the grip forward and twist,’ Nocao shouted.

Sean tried it. The stave hummed to life and the forks shot open. The dropwing darted out of sight, using the walkway as protection. Sean held his breath and jumped off the walkway. Thankfully, his wings shot out on cue again.

He dropped a few metres, adjusted his aim, and fired.

The blast decimated the walkway, catching the dropwing in a tangle of ropes and collapsing stonework. Sean swooped in to catch Nocao, but they dipped sharply with the extra weight. He barely swung Nocao onto the next platform before hauling himself up. Hunched on all fours, heart pounding in his ears, Sean struggled to catch a breath.

‘Pace yourself,’ Nocao said. ‘Your body is still adjusting to the changes.’

‘I’ll be all right,’ Sean gasped.

Nocao suddenly wrenched him aside and fired the stave.

The blast was like a firework going off beside Sean’s head and he clamped his hands over his ears. The incoming dropwing exploded, spraying them with sticky resin as it barrel-rolled across the platform and fell to the floor below.

It was the first time the crowd would have seen an Isharkute and human work together, and they erupted with exuberant applause.

‘Thanks!’ Sean said, overly loud to compensate for his ringing ears.

Nocao hustled him to the next obstacle, a series of stone columns set apart like stepping stones. It didn’t look too hard. They needed to jump from one to the other to reach their final checkpoint.

Sean looked down and swayed giddily. He thought his vertigo had returned until he realised the arena floor was covered in a mass of gigantic black centipedes moving with incredible speed, each one propelled by hundreds of scuttling red legs. He watched in fascination as their crushing mandibles ravenously devoured the fallen dropwings like an extreme version of the Nature Channel. It was utterly captivating…until he realised they were next.

‘Terraminers.’ Nocao groaned. ‘Looks like they’re testing us for the obelisk and sky teams.’

Sean remembered their huge black bodies from Ramin’s holographic replays of the Great Arena, racing up the obelisk like trains, devouring entire teams with unstoppable power. ‘What are we waiting for? Let’s go!’ he said, jumping onto the first column.

‘Wait!’ Nocao yelled. ‘They’re attracted to movement –’

A terraminer circled up the column to Sean, rising almost ten metres high, mandibles clacking furiously to devour him. He flew back in panic, but his sudden movement only baited more of them.

‘When I say don’t move, don’t move!’ Nocao cried. He shot at the terraminer, but his stave barely made a flash. The timer was up.

Another terraminer ascended the previous checkpoint to trap them from both directions.

Sean spotted the fallen stave from his bad throw earlier. It was being knocked around on the paving between the train-sized creatures directly below. He swooped down, gliding in a sharp curve, and scooped it up. His pants caught on one of the creatures and he spun out of control, skidding across the stone like he’d been thrown off a motorbike. His wings protectively retracted and he rolled to a stop. He quickly picked up his battered body and flew back to the walkway. The terraminers were now swarming up the columns, surrounding Nocao like a forest of giant centipedes.

‘Nocao!’ he called, throwing the stave.

This time his aim was true and Nocao caught it with ease.

Nocao fired a series of close-range hits across the terraminers’ exposed underbellies. One arced down and he jammed the stave between its belly plates in defence. The creature pulled back, ripping the weapon from his grasp. The opposing terraminer arced up, hissing aggressively at the first, with Nocao sandwiched helplessly between them.

‘Jump!’ Sean screamed. ‘I can break your fall.’

More terraminers were coming up behind the first two, crawling over their backs to feed on his alien friend. Nocao dove into Sean’s arms and they spiraled to the lower floor. Sean could do little to break their rapid descent and his ankle took the brunt of the fall. He felt something snap and a fierce pain shot up his leg.

The terraminers lunged at each other on the columns above, crushing the stave between their underbellies. The weapon’s crystal exploded with a muted crack, obliterating all four creatures in a shower of charred flesh and twitching legs.

The electrified crowd screamed with excitement.

Sean grasped his ankle, rocking back and forth, trying hard not to cry out in pain. To his horror, his right foot was bent unnaturally sideways. Nocao lifted him onto his good foot – unaware that the last surviving terraminer was weaving through the carnage towards them, the sound of its hammering legs masked by the roaring crowd.

Cheers quickly changed to gasps of horror.

Everything went dark and Sean fell to the floor, arms up in defence. He saw the creature’s mandibles close in around Nocao and was instantly showered in something wet and sticky. There was a loud squelching sound and he opened his eyes to see glistening red. It was blood! And it was all over him.

Nocao sat a few metres away, locked in the mandibles of the severed terraminer head – a look of horror fixed on his blood-drenched face.

They gaped at each other, wondering what had just happened.

Guntar jumped onto the terraminer carcass, stave in hand, wearing a satisfied smirk. ‘Apart from my last-second intervention, that was most entertaining…even for a human,’ he said. ‘I didn’t expect you to make it this far.’

Sean sat up. The pain of his broken ankle paled to the realisation that Guntar was right. He’d faced some of his greatest fears and overcome them.

Nocao freed himself from the mandibles and helped Sean stand to face the rapturous crowd.

Sean found Yeesha pushing her way through the other girls to stand in front, applauding proudly. Ramin approached the edge of the course, clapping and nodding in approval. For the first time in a long while, Sean felt optimistic. They might have failed the test, but they had won the support of Ramin’s people – the first crucial step to finding his dad and a way home. 


— CHAPTER 24 —
STONE BIRDS

Sean watched the setting sun cast a beautiful orange-pink glow over the city. After the obstacle course, he’d been separated from Nocao and returned to his personal chamber atop the pyramid. The dropwings and terraminers replayed in his mind like some wild, fantastic dream, but even they were nothing compared to the fact that he could fly. It was hard to comprehend. If it weren’t for his throbbing ankle, he wouldn’t have believed it.

Over the course of the afternoon, a large crowd had gathered at the base of his pyramid. Warriors now guarded the steps to his chamber, with more positioned on the surrounding pyramids. He wasn’t used to this kind of celebrity status and found the whole situation a bit overwhelming.

A commotion sounded from below and Guntar parted the crowd to allow Ramin and his slave girls access to the steps. Sean painfully hopped back to the bed to await their arrival.

Ramin entered the chamber with an exaggerated air of self-importance. ‘You’re attracting quite a following for a human,’ he began, circling Sean’s bed. Yeesha and the girls placed bottles of sweetly scented liquid on the floor. ‘You proved yourself worthy. As a result, we will trial your Mythic simulation. Guntar will work with you to select and train our teams.’

‘Thanks. I’ll do what I can to help, but I’m not sure I’ll be any good in the arena. I don’t know how to fight these –’

‘You will learn,’ Guntar cut in. ‘But remember, what you faced today is just a holding pen compared to the Great Arena. There, the krakens will be fully grown. The dropwings and terraminers will be twice as hungry and aggressive. There are kilometres of battleground, countless new breeds of hybrids. It’s brutal, bloody, and unforgiving. Death waits in every direction, without notice…and there will be nobody to save you, like today.’

‘So tonight you rest,’ Ramin said, ‘and tomorrow we start the selection process.’

‘But my ankle’s broken. I can’t even walk.’

‘My personal slaves will take care of your injuries and see that you sleep well. You have much work ahead,’ Ramin said, leading Guntar from the chamber.

Sean relaxed back onto the bed. Butterflies of anticipation rose inside him. He wasn’t sure if Yeesha had a translator like his, but he was finally in a position to speak to her without the aliens hanging around.

Yeesha avoided eye contact and opened a container of salve. She rubbed it between the palms of her hands and took his ankle gently. With great care, she massaged the salve into his skin. It had an immediate effect, like pouring cold water over a burn. The swelling immediately subsided and Sean felt his ankle repairing itself, like tendrils under the skin, pulling the bone and muscle back together.

‘Wow! That’s…that’s amazing.’

Yeesha kept her head down as the other girls cleaned his cuts and grazes with their antiseptic-smelling lotions.

‘Thank you,’ Sean said, hoping she could understand him. Her slight smile suggested she did. Yeesha turned away shyly and Sean noticed the squishy lump of skin behind her ear. ‘It’s okay; you can talk to me,’ he said with a gentle smile.

Yeesha took his ankle and carefully rotated it to test the repair. She motioned for him to stand and he tentatively placed his full weight onto his ankle. There was no pain, just a slight tingling sensation. ‘Unbelievable!’

The girls knelt before him, heads bowed.

Yeesha moved to join them and Sean took her by the arm. Her deep brown eyes glistened in the dwindling twilight. No wonder she was the leader of the slave girls – she was stunning.

‘We are forbidden to talk,’ Yeesha whispered.

‘Ramin said you were mine for the night. I say you can talk, and you don’t have to kneel. You can stand up. All of you.’

The girls obeyed.

‘Where are you from?’ Sean asked.

Yeesha pointed to the jungle bordering the city. ‘A village near the river.’

‘How did you end up here?’

‘The stone birds,’ Yeesha replied. The light quickly faded from her eyes and sorrow furrowed her brow. ‘They carried the Isharkute in their belly. We tried to fight back, but our spears bounced off them.’

Sean nodded, realising she meant the marauder vessels. ‘Then what happened?’

‘They dropped nets over our village. My sister Ayra took me into the jungle to find our father. He was fishing on the river. The Isharkute followed, hunting us like animals. We got to the river, but my father was gone. They captured us and brought us here.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sean said softly. Her story reminded him of his own pain, which was still fresh. ‘Where’s your family now?’

‘I have not seen my parents since that day.’

‘What about your sister?’

Yeesha choked back tears. ‘Ayra’s now a beast of the jungle. Her head remains, but she is a lion.’

Sean realised why the sphinx from the gallery looked familiar. It was Ayra.

Yeesha continued. ‘Ramin says being a hybrid is a better life. But I see it in Ayra’s eyes… She is sad. If I could put her out of her misery, I would.’ The other girls were now sobbing quietly. ‘All of us have suffered, but we must not disobey the gods.’

‘They’re not gods. They’re aliens from another planet.’

Yeesha gave him a puzzled look.

Sean realised he was speaking of things her people had never considered before. Their place in the universe was something that needed careful explanation. ‘We live on a planet called Earth.’

‘Planet?’ Yeesha asked.

Sean motioned the girls across the chamber and pointed to the rising moon. ‘Our planet Earth is round, like the moon, and those stars are suns, just like ours, but really far away. The Isharkute are not from Earth. They travelled from the stars. Just like you cross the river in a canoe, they travel from planet to planet.’

‘A sky canoe,’ Yeesha said confidently.

‘Yes. They’re not gods. They’re living, breathing beings, just like you and me.’

‘Like a tribe from the other side of the river.’

‘Yes!’ Sean replied enthusiastically. He’d gravely underestimated the capacity for modern thinking in these people. They were ready, and more than capable of learning.

‘When will they leave?’ Yeesha asked.

‘I’m not sure, but they don’t exist in the future.’

‘What is the future?’

‘The future is…everything that happens next. Tomorrow, when the sun rises, it will be a new day. Everything that happens tomorrow will be in the future.’

Yeesha searched Sean’s face with a contemplative gaze, not really focusing on any feature in particular. Then all of a sudden her eyes filled with a flicker of enlightenment and she nodded. ‘How many sunrises have you come from?’

‘Thousands,’ Sean replied with a satisfied grin. Yeesha had quickly grasped the concept of the universe, the progression of time, and alien visitations. The other three girls stood attentively behind her, the spark of knowledge now burning in them as well.

‘Did you come here to help us?’ Yeesha asked, her voice inflected with hope.

Sean felt a rush of guilt. He’d been so concerned about himself, he’d ignored the glaring issues. Humans were an oppressed and abused race, murdered at the whim of their alien captors. They were merely looked upon as slaves and as a source of entertainment. Maybe his arrival was the turning point for the Isharkute occupation. Could he be destined to help the human race? It seemed impossible. He was just a teenager – one voice against an entire race of aliens.

The girls watched him, anxiously awaiting an answer.

Sean was unprepared for such responsibility and had nothing comforting to offer.

Breaking glass shattered the silence. The girl’s ointment bottles smashed on the stone and vibrated across the floor. A violent rumble shook the pyramid and threw everyone to the floor. Trees on the city outskirts thrashed around as if caught in a cyclone, and some of the smaller buildings collapsed in clouds of dust.

Yeesha and the girls huddled together, cowering in terror.

Sean placed his arms around them. ‘It’s okay… It’s just an earthquake.’

A crack appeared in the stone block above them. ‘Quick, get to the side!’ he called, moving everyone to the chamber entrance. They sat out the rest of the earthquake on the pyramid steps.

As soon as it finished, the night was filled with screams and calls for help. The sky came alive with fast-moving lights as Ramin’s city responded to the crisis.

A few minutes later, Guntar and Nocao collected them to meet with Overseer Ramin. It was a bustle of frantic faces inside the main gallery. Isharkute scientists rushed about holographic workstations, examining the Earth’s crust and measuring readings from the earthquake.

Sean hustled to keep up with Nocao as they fought their way into the middle of the gallery. Yeesha and the girls left his side to pamper Ramin, who stood near his throne examining the data projected above him with a troubled expression.

The power fluctuated throughout the gallery, causing the holograms to flicker.

‘Stabilise the crystals!’ Ramin boomed. He glanced at Sean and pointed to the displays. ‘It seems your escape from Senetep has threatened the future of this planet. The tectonic missile your pursuers detonated has caused a catastrophic instability between the tectonic plates. This earthquake is just the beginning of a much larger problem.’

Ramin wiped over a crystal pad in his hand, changing the holograms above to a simulation of the Earth’s tectonic plates. ‘The buildup will be gradual, but eventually, the damaged plate will partially collapse, completely reforming thousands of kilometres of landmass.’

The hologram zoomed into the ocean floor where a large fissure opened, rising above the sea to create a super volcano. The eruption destroyed everything for hundreds of kilometres and blanketed the world in a thick cloud of ash.

Sean watched the display with an increasing sense of guilt.

‘The eruption will blot out sunlight for a decade,’ Ramin said. ‘Temperatures will plummet. When the sky eventually clears, most of this planet will be covered in ice.’

‘Our species cannot survive in these conditions,’ Nocao said. ‘Emperor Neberun will be forced to evacuate the planet.’

Nesuk pushed his way through the crowd to address Ramin. ‘If Sean hadn’t come back in time, none of this would have happened.’

Sean’s breath caught in his throat. It was almost like Nesuk had plucked the thought straight from his mind and announced it to everyone. This was all his fault. The gallery became silent and everyone turned to stare at him. He felt himself shrink under the weight of their accusing glares.

‘This event explains why our race is not present in his future,’ Nesuk said. ‘In our absence, humans are given a chance to evolve on their own. It appears this is how things are meant to be – that Sean’s travel through time was necessary…and inevitable.’

Ramin raised an eyebrow. ‘Have you found anything else?’

‘My calculations predict the planet will enter a glacial period for much longer than your scientists predict. Approximately five thousand years. Areas that don’t freeze will dry out and die, as the little water that’s left will be locked in the ice. There will only be a few small pockets of habitable land. We will not be able to inhabit this planet for millennia.’

Sean tried to piece together the history of Earth’s climates in his head, wondering if this turn of events fit into the past he knew. It seemed to. He remembered something about a mini-ice age around ten to twelve thousand years before his time.

‘We call it an ice age,’ Sean said. ‘I think it was meant to happen.’

Ramin groaned and slumped back into his throne. ‘We have much to consider, but for now, we’ll concentrate on preparing for the Great Arena and rebuilding our city. Nesuk, continue your study of this ice age, as Sean calls it. Our future lies in his past; there’s a lot we can learn.’

Sean felt numb. The drone of gallery voices became a distant echo as he considered the side effects of his time travelling. His every action, every decision, dictated the future in incalculable ways.

Yeesha’s worried stare sliced through the commotion and pulled him from his thoughts. She was staring right at him, as if expecting him to say something profound that would resolve everything. This wasn’t about him anymore. The quest to find his dad and return home had manifested into something far greater, and now, it seemed the survival of the human race had become his sole responsibility.

He was in the unique position to make a difference. The Isharkute looked upon him as more than just meat for the hybrid program. They listened to him and trusted him to a small extent. Ready or not – it was up to him to help.

‘What about the humans in this time?’ Sean asked. ‘How will they survive?’

‘They survived once before. They will do it again,’ Nesuk said.

‘We can’t be sure if this was the way things were. What if we changed history, and now we’re meant to help them?’

‘You mean how you changed history,’ Nesuk said in an accusing tone.

Sean entertained the thought of flying out the gallery windows to hide somewhere. Facing the dangers of the unknown was easier than staying behind, yet his guilt kept him bound to the floor. Indirectly, he was responsible for the super volcano, and although he didn’t fire the missile, he may as well have pushed the button.

He wanted to make things right, but where would he start?

More than anything, he wished his dad were here to tell him what to do. 


— CHAPTER 25 —
ENEMIES UNITED

Henry’s excuse for a life was made even more grueling under Ranatar’s ruthless hand. He was a hard taskmaster who showed no mercy. Any hybrids that were seriously maimed or crippled during training were dispatched by the end of his stave.

Over time, Henry’s skill with the polearm improved and it became his weapon of choice. For a centaur, a weapon that could be wielded from a distance was an advantage, and he quickly learned his hind legs were a dangerous blind spot for kraken tentacles. As his fighting techniques improved, so too did the selection of weapons on offer. He eventually settled on a polearm with razor-sharp, sickle-styled blades on both ends – a light, indispensable weapon capable of severing tentacles with ease and precision. His companions – Hesalbar, Khearu, Pamose, and Kryos – survived the rigors of training and bonded to form a formidable unit. Ranatar rounded out their team of six, and apart from a noticeable limp, his injured leg rarely held him back from the front line. He was an accomplished swordsman fuelled by a seemingly insatiable blood lust. Henry often caught his eyes seething at him through the fresh kraken blood, feeling as though every slash of his master’s sword was meant for him.

One thing alone kept Henry going – news of Sean.

But his spirits sank further with each passing day. Ranatar used his son as a ploy to make him fight, and he came to realise the alien harbored too much hatred and prejudice to ever willingly divulge the truth.

He needed to uncover it on his own terms and make a stand against the Isharkute oppression. But he couldn’t do it alone. First he needed to reach out to Caliph and bring him on his side. Getting close enough to talk was the trick. The guards separated them at every opportunity, and to make matters worse, Caliph had done his best to remain hidden ever since he was saved from Ranatar’s blade.

Not tonight! I didn’t save him for nothing, Henry thought, weaving his way through the pungent maze of hybrid pens, determined to find him. The pens were a squalid, multilevel complex, with the aggressive hybrids segregated into the lower levels and the more compatible species in the upper levels. Life was harsh and it was a constant fight for the basics. There was sludge for food, hay to sleep on, and that was about it. Longer-lived hybrids like Hesalbar took up more personal space and food than the others. Henry had quickly learnt that respect was everything between hybrids, and even the Isharkute guards favored those that performed well in training.

He eventually found Caliph’s gaunt frame huddled in a corner amidst the shadows. His sullen eyes barely lifted as Henry approached. ‘You should have let him kill me,’ he muttered gravely. ‘What’s the point of living in this hell?’

‘I thought the same, but – I think we’re here for a reason.’

‘Suffering. That’s all there is. We’re in hell.’

Henry trotted closer, trying to garner his attention. ‘Something happens to the Isharkute…think about it. Apart from the hall we discovered under the Sphinx, there’s no written evidence of their culture. Nothing… Aside from the structures they leave behind, they just vanish.’

Caliph shook his head solemnly. ‘Your words are of little comfort. The history of my people, everything they built, it’s a lie – nothing more than a cruel joke.’

‘That’s not true. Egyptian civilisation was one of the most powerful and influential in history. Are monuments so important that you’d give up on your own culture and everything they achieved? You have over three thousand years of kings and queens yet to come. They create history and become the foundation for modern society. Generations will marvel at their magnificence – all without the interference of the Isharkute.’

‘Not entirely,’ Caliph said. ‘The power I used to destroy the Sphinx came from a Pharaoh’s crown. It was Isharkute technology.’

‘Does it really matter if the Pharaohs used an alien power to control their kingdoms? Humans become the dominant species for millennia, long after the crowns had been lost and forgotten. Humanity makes its own discoveries, forges its own path.’

‘That doesn’t change the fact we’re living this nightmare.’

Henry glanced around the pens. ‘Look around us. These creatures are woven into myths and religions all over the world – beliefs that were founded in truth. Like it or not, we’re a part of that truth. You and I are the creatures mankind will come to revere as legend. Just think…maybe it’s no coincidence we’re here now. What if we’re meant to help humanity fight back? It feels like a turning point in the history of the planet.’

‘Humans can’t fight these aliens. They’re powerless.’

‘Then we guide them.’

‘It’s impossible.’

‘That’s not so. The Isharkute are dying from centuries of genetic manipulation.’

A flicker of interest ignited Caliph’s sullen gaze. ‘How do you know?’

‘I met Senetep, their overseer. He explained how we were created in their image as a slave race, but now a twist of fate means we might hold the cure to their affliction.’

Caliph thought about it for a second. ‘God created man in his own image.’

Henry nodded. ‘Yes. Genesis 1:26. The Bible’s almost a literal interpretation of the truth.’

‘When I first encountered the Isharkute soldiers and hybrids, I thought I was dead – standing before Osiris and Anubis, awaiting my judgment. But they aren’t gods!’

‘No, they’re not. They’re a society on the verge of collapse. They’ve lived for millennia, with the accumulated knowledge of countless cultures. They have advanced technology, yet they’re preoccupied with barbaric games. They’re a culture bloated with self-gratification and a loss of direction.’

‘Like any great empire before its collapse,’ Caliph added, sitting up.

‘This is our chance. The Isharkute regard us as a sub-species, but we can give the humans and hybrids a fighting chance by leading them…teaching them.’

Caliph looked around the pens.

Henry sensed his old nemesis was starting to see the potential. They were surrounded by trained fighters, most of who would jump at the chance to overthrow their captors. ‘You have a chance to lay the foundations of your own culture,’ Henry continued. ‘The might of ancient Egypt, and the entire world, could be a result of what we do from here. What you do from here. Will you fight with me?’

Caliph was now wide-eyed with the possibilities. ‘Yes!’ he said, standing.

Henry lowered his voice. ‘Good! We play along with their games, learn us much as we can, and then figure out a way to escape – start a rebellion.’ He felt a jab in his hindquarter and turned to find Ranatar, flanked by two brawny keepers.

‘You chatter like chimps,’ Ranatar growled.

Two small monkeys with human heads hobbled in to deliver the nightly trays of slop. Henry recognised their sad faces as Hemsis and Anen from the Pyramid of Trials. They peered up at him, offering the food with their pitiful primate hands. Their grimy cheeks were streaked with tears. Henry knelt to accept their food and Ranatar kicked the trays, showering all three of them with the lukewarm slop. The children squealed like chimps and scurried away.

Ranatar laughed with disdain. ‘If you want to learn the fate of your precious son before you die, you’ll eat, sleep, and crap when I say.’ Ranatar whacked Henry’s hindquarter with his stave and disappeared into the pens with his keepers.

‘If we try to escape, he’s never going to tell you,’ Caliph said.

‘He was never going to tell me anyway. If Sean’s alive, I need to find him myself,’ Henry said, more resolute to his plan than ever.

*     *     *

Over the next few days, Henry and Caliph kept out of trouble and focused on improving their skills while planning their escape. They kept their plan a secret, deciding to offer it at the last minute to any hybrids that wished to follow. Their union alleviated the hopelessness that plagued most hybrids and eased the constant regime of eating, sleeping, and fighting.

Another training day neared its end. Henry and Ranatar hacked their way through a swarming mass of tentacles, both glistening green with kraken blood. The kraken crashed into the pool, rinsing them clean with saltwater and creating a knee-height wave across the arena floor.

‘You fight with the grace of an injured mule,’ Ranatar said, ‘but you’re almost ready.’

The remark caught Henry by surprise. It was a rare thing for Ranatar to make a compliment, even this off-handed. Maybe there was one last chance to find out before he tried to escape.

‘You said if I fought well, you’d tell me what happened to Sean.’

Ranatar spat some tainted seawater between them and wiped his chin of kraken blood. Henry noticed his expression sour, as though feeling his severed beard reminded him of the rank and respect he’d lost as Commander.

‘You fight better not knowing,’ Ranatar said bitterly, turning his back and walking away.

Henry felt the rage build inside him. His horse side was taking control. It was a primal, undeniable force. He whipped his polearm around and charged after Ranatar, stopping a breath away from his neck, blade poised to cut.

‘See? You just proved my point,’ Ranatar said unflinchingly.

‘For the last time…is he alive?’

Ranatar reacted with lightning speed, using his sword to force the polearm away. They fought desperately. Parrying blows, slashing to kill. Henry’s stamina outmatched his opponent and he finally knocked the sword from Ranatar’s hand.

‘Your skills have come a long way,’ Ranatar panted, eyeing his sword. ‘You’re a worthy opponent… But that doesn’t mean I’ll tell you.’

Henry lunged in anger, overextending himself.

Ranatar caught Henry’s polearm underfoot, smashing the shaft in two. Using the broken end, he swiped at Henry’s front legs and brought him to his knees. He moved in swiftly, picking up the sword, raising the razor-sharp blade against Henry’s neck. ‘You’re meat, fighting for the glory of Senetep.’

‘So are you!’ Henry grunted.

A shadow covered their faces.

Caliph swooped in, snatching Ranatar’s sword with his taloned feet and knocking him across the arena floor.

Henry clambered back onto all four hooves. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Let’s do it now!’ Caliph cried, pointing to the far side of the arena. Two falcon-men from his sky team had already overpowered the Isharkute guards, leaving an open gate to the jungle. A short sprint across the arena floor and freedom was theirs.

Ranatar picked himself up. ‘I dare you to try it.’

Henry waved to his arena team and galloped towards the gate. ‘Follow us!’

Ranatar hobbled desperately to keep up. Henry felt no remorse for the half-crippled alien, knowing if any hybrids escaped under his guard, Senetep would execute him in a heartbeat.

Hesalbar flew ahead and landed in front of the gate, his scorpion stinger poised over his back, ready to strike anyone who to dared pass. ‘What are you doing?’ he growled.

‘We’re getting out of here,’ Henry cried, pulling up in a cloud of dust. He glanced around to see Ranatar barreling toward them, weapon raised, and turned back to Hesalbar. ‘Come with us.’

‘No!’ Hesalbar grunted. ‘There’s nothing for us out there.’

Caliph landed between Hesalbar and Henry, sword raised. ‘Move Hesalbar! Or we’ll fight our way through.’

‘Hesalbar, help us rise up against them,’ Henry said.

‘Rise up against who?’ bellowed Senetep. Everyone turned around as the overseer strode through the gate with two highly decorated Isharkute, both of whom were adorned in gleaming gold armor, elaborate nose chains, and ear piercings. Their craniums were heavily tattooed in Isharkute glyphs and their staves were the larger, more powerful class that Ranatar once used as Commander.

Ranatar limped to a stop between Henry and Senetep, panting heavily. He cast a contemptuous eye at the other two Isharkute. ‘Hah! Nefaro and Vogran. You two ingrates have been snapping at my heels for decades for a promotion.’

Vogran, the larger of the two, herded the hybrids into a tight circle as more warriors entered.

Caliph nodded to Henry, edging towards the gate and freedom. Henry shook his head subtly – they’d missed their opportunity.

‘Having trouble keeping your pets disciplined?’ Nefaro scoffed.

‘I see it takes two of you to do my job,’ Ranatar replied with a snicker.

Vogran knocked Ranatar to the ground and drove his face into the dust with his boot heel.

Nefaro leant over so Ranatar could see his face. ‘Speak with respect to your commanding officers.’

Ranatar spat the dirt from his mouth, making his disdain for their authority clear.

Henry enjoyed watching his superior being cruelly reprimanded, but it was obvious that Ranatar’s snide remark had hit a raw nerve with Nefaro and Vogran – it indeed took two of them to do the one job. Nefaro’s thin frame and large studious eyes indicated his position as the thinker and strategist, while Vogran was a battle-hardened warrior – clearly the muscle.

Senetep circled the fracas with a smirk. Obviously he still admired the tenacity of his former commander. ‘In your haste to catch the human boy, you forced the premature evacuation of this planet.’

Henry took notice. Surely the “human boy” was Sean. He must have escaped Senetep’s capital. Was Sean responsible for Ranatar’s demotion and crippled leg? It might explain why the alien had such a singular interest in torturing him.

‘What are you talking about?’ Ranatar said through crushed cheeks.

‘You detonated a tectonic missile along a fault line. It’s going to collapse and cause a chain of volcanic eruptions that will make this planet uninhabitable. Emperor Neberun just decreed that the next Great Arena will be the last on this planet before we evacuate.’

Vogran ground his heel harder. ‘Fool!’

‘You should have been put to death for such stupidity,’ Nefaro added.

Senetep knelt before Ranatar, leaning over enough so that he could see his face. ‘I thought about handing you over to the Emperor, saying you acted on your own detonating that missile, but it only reflects badly on me. Plus, your work training these hybrids could win me the crown. It’s the only thing keeping you alive. Succeed, and I might leave you in one piece after we leave this rock.’

Vogran dug his heel into Ranatar’s face one last time and walked off.

Half a dozen Isharkute guards filed through the gate, surrounding Henry and the hybrids. Ranatar picked himself up, brushing the dust off his armor. He’d been crudely belittled in front of them and Henry knew the repercussions would be severe. This would be his last chance to find out about Sean, but it wouldn’t be from Ranatar. ‘Is my son alive?’ he called after Senetep.

The overseer stopped dead in his tracks.

Nefaro ignited his stave and shoved it in front of Henry. Senetep slowly turned, dismissively waving his commander aside as he approached. ‘Your son is alive.’

Henry wasn’t expecting such a direct, forthright answer and struggled to respond. ‘H-how do you know? Are you certain?’

‘My spies tell me your son is training a team for the Great Arena. If you live long enough, you might see him in battle.’

Henry stared at Senetep, wondering if he’d heard him correctly. Did he just say Sean was training a team for the arena? How was that even possible?

Ranatar scuttled over, his face twisted with shock. ‘Why tell him?’

‘Better he learns now than in the heat of battle,’ Senetep said. ‘See that he remains focused – for your sake.’

Any doubt Henry had that Senetep was lying quickly abated. He felt a surge of pride. Sean had survived, and was apparently doing far better than he was.

Ranatar watched his superiors leave, then turned, his face now ablaze with anger.

Henry’s blood ran cold at the thought of the suffering ahead, but no matter what happened, he had to survive to reach the Great Arena. He had so many questions for his son. How had he achieved so much? How did he get the Isharkute to work with him? Even though their plans to escape had been crushed, knowing that Sean was thriving gave him hope. He would endure any amount of pain as long as he could see him one last time. 


— CHAPTER 26 —
NATURAL SELECTION

The grand gallery was packed with Isharkute onlookers keen to watch Sean, Nocao, and Guntar select hybrids from a list of Ramin’s livestock, then replicate them in the virtual environment of the Mythic game. The entire process was projected against the gallery ceiling for all to see, like some kind of weird video-gaming convention.

Sean struggled to conceal his yawns. He’d stayed up into the early hours of the morning to ensure every aspect of the virtual arena matched the Great Arena. Confronting his dad was always in the back of his mind, and it terrified him not knowing what to expect. How much of his dad was left? Would they recognise each other? Even worse, what if his dad tried to kill him? After all, they were on competing teams.

Sean took a deep breath and tried to focus. He’d lost count of Ramin’s hybrid combinations, many with recognisable creatures and some that looked completely alien in origin. Others were useless, created more from Isharkute fascination than practicality. A man endowed with cow udders and donkey legs was something he was glad to see overlooked.

Guntar explained the basics of the arena to Sean as they worked. Teams needed to hold key positions for timed durations throughout the battle. The ground and sky teams defended one position each, while the obelisk team had to defend three separate platforms as they climbed. Most of the battle would be spent fighting off dropwings, shredders, terraminers, and krakens while retrieving special weapons caches. But as things got desperate, they would inevitably end up fighting other hybrid teams just to live through the final rounds.

It was all about survival – by any means possible.

Sean locked in his final choices and nominated himself leader of the sky team. He didn’t like the idea of fighting krakens, and his close encounter with the terraminers was enough to keep him off the obelisk. In the air, he’d be facing off against dropwings and shredders. He felt confident against the dropwings, but was yet to encounter the shredders – giant bugs that Guntar considered the arena’s most lethal species. Nonetheless, it still sounded like the best option of the three. Nocao agreed to lead the assault on the obelisk, leaving Guntar to fight for the arena floor team.

‘Excellent. I thought we might be here all day,’ Ramin said, clapping impatiently and looking around for Yeesha and the girls. ‘We shall select the live hybrids after refreshments.’

‘Do Isharkute trainers usually fight?’ Sean asked Guntar.

‘No, but there are tactical advantages for trainers who fight with their teams. Even when defeat seems inevitable, a singular voice maintains order. More trainers used to fight, but it’s rare now.’

‘Why?’

‘The victor’s Right of Selection has changed the arena.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Ramin snapped, ‘Senetep’s victorious sweep over the last few decades has seen many fine trainers and hybrids put to death.’

‘It’s true,’ Guntar said. ‘Senetep’s used this advantage to crush the worthiest adversaries and dissect them in his hybrid program. The Right of Selection allows the winner to choose one adversary from any of the losing teams to do with what they will. Trainers rarely fight for this fact alone.’

‘That just makes Senetep stronger,’ Sean said.

‘Better to die in battle than be chosen by Senetep,’ Ramin said. ‘And I’m sure this time around he’ll overlook Guntar in favor of you.’

‘Well, that’s not gonna happen…’cause we’ll win!’

Ramin laughed. ‘I admire your optimism, child. If it were for that strength alone, we’d be triumphant.’ The slave girls entered carrying platters of meats and drinks. ‘First we indulge, then surrender ourselves to the stinking squalor of the hybrid pens.’

*     *     *

After refreshments, Ramin’s personal transport flew them to his hybrid complex on the far side of the city – a large pyramid with a flat top on which they landed. Stone stairs descended inside and they emerged on a walkway high above the hollow interior. The sprawling expanse was divided into acres of pens, holding pits, and pools, each filled with a captivating array of hybrids. Cramped passages weaved through the pens, busy with keepers scurrying about like mice.

Sean stopped to watch. Far below, two Isharkute trainers pushed a live cow off a platform into a pit of sand. A pair of terraminers burst through the sand, violently devouring the helpless animal in an explosion of crimson flesh.

Sean jolted back from the walkway railing.

Ramin chuckled. ‘We have nothing on the scale of Senetep’s program, but our hybrid selections rival the best in the Empire.’

Sean wavered between fascination and revulsion. It wasn’t so bad looking at the hybrids on the simulation, but in the flesh, it was a brutal reminder of how many human and animal lives had been sacrificed.

They descended a central elevator into the passages where they were greeted by Hayat, the master hybrid keeper. He was a gangly Isharkute with a grumpy, impatient demeanor. He looked paler than other Isharkute, with a wispy, dirty beard. The stench of his soiled apron was worse than the pens and Sean had to stop himself from retching.

Hayat checked a holographic list of their selections and marched off with a grunt.

Sean held his breath and followed. They had fifteen hybrids to approve, with a host who seemed far from accommodating and suffered from a bad case of BO.

It was going to be a long afternoon.

The first on the list was a horse-fish hybrid called a hippocampus, a creature Sean knew from Greek mythology. Guntar had found it an odd choice, but Sean was convinced they needed a few surprises up their sleeve. Krakens were usually fought from the arena floor, with teams well clear of the pool and tentacles. To attack the kraken in the water from beneath was unusual, but had the potential to distract the beast in the pool, allowing their floor team precious time to collect the weapons caches.

They arrived at a large window with a view into a murky water tank. Sean leant in for a closer look as a dark mass swished from one side of the tank to the other, then shot towards them, pounding against the glass with two horse hooves, causing him to reel back with surprise. The hippocampus looked like a regular horse until it turned sideways, revealing the back half of its large silvery-scaled fish body. The hippocampus eyed them cautiously and whinnied with a burst of bubbles, then swam away, thumping the window with its tail.

‘He’s powerful!’ Sean exclaimed.

‘More importantly, he has spirit. We’ll take this one,’ Guntar said, nodding to Hayat.

The rider for the hippocampus was next on the list – a hybrid with the body of a man and head of a crocodile. They approached the window to his tank to find him basking beside the pool on his stomach, his crocodile head resting on the water’s edge. The creature slipped into the water to inspect them.

‘Is he tame?’ Sean asked, a little unnerved by the reptilian eyes inspecting him through the glass.

‘The human brain was left intact and incorporated into the crocodile head,’ Hayat said. ‘He can be trained to ride the hippocampus.’

‘Good. We’ll call him Sobek, after the Egyptian god,’ Sean said.

‘We will take – Sobek,’ Guntar said to Hayat.

After an hour of trudging the pungent passageways, Guntar’s floor team was complete, including a six-armed giant of a man that Sean nicknamed Giga, after the mythological Greek giant called Gegenees. He was followed by a minotaur and manticore – two hybrids that could be relied upon in the toughest of battles.

Nocao’s obelisk team required a balance of fighting and agility for the precarious walkways and climbing notches. A minotaur was chosen for brute force, then a tall jackal-headed man that Sean aptly named Anubis, after the Egyptian god of the dead. Next was a basilisk, a large green python endowed with four muscular human arms. It had the unique ability to wield weapons while coiling safely on the obelisk. A large red-scaled lizard endowed with reptilian wings was the next pick. It reminded Sean of a dragon, with the unique ability to spit acidic resin that became a deadly form of napalm when ignited.

They arrived at a thick solid stone door to make their final selection. Hayat addressed them in a hushed, nervous tone. ‘Unless you want to be carried out of here, don’t lock eyes with the creature.’

Sean couldn’t help tensing up. It was the most Hayat had said all afternoon.

‘I’m still not convinced this is the right decision,’ Guntar warned Sean. ‘This hybrid was never meant to fight. She was just an experiment…to see if it could be done.’

Sean trembled a little and made a gulping noise as he swallowed with his dry throat. They were about to face one of the most terrifying creatures from all mythology. His wings tingled with anticipation, ready to zip him away from danger.

The stone door ascended revealing a pen secured behind heavy iron bars. The pale green body of a woman could be seen in the far corner, hunched over and coiled up like a sleeping snake. Hayat rattled the bars and the creature whipped up to face them, hissing angrily. She had the torso, arms, and head of a woman, but her lower half was all snake. Her hair was made up of deadly, venom-spitting asps.

Horrors aside, Sean found it difficult not to stare at her beautiful face, utterly intoxicated by her hypnotic jade-green eyes. She was a living, breathing medusa! The lithe serpentine figure slithered up to the bars, knocking aside the skulls and bones of devoured animals. For all her beauty and grace, she seemed more reptilian than human. The medusa stared him in the eye and he started to feel lightheaded, completely entranced by her luring, hypnotic stare.

‘Careful,’ Nocao said, nudging Sean to break the gaze.

‘What happened?’ he said, feeling a little disoriented.

‘Hah!’ Guntar bellowed with amusement. ‘She likes you.’

‘No team has ever seen a hybrid like this,’ Hayat grunted. ‘She might disable your enemy…at the risk of putting your own team to sleep.’

‘How long does the effect last?’ Sean said, shaking his head to clear the cloudiness.

‘It’s different for all creatures.’

‘Can she be trained?’ Guntar asked.

‘Snakes are predators by nature and her instincts are dominated by those needs now,’ Hayat said. ‘If you can appeal to her serpent senses, she could be the most dangerous hybrid the arena has ever seen.’

With Hayat’s affirmation, Sean knew he’d made the right decision. Confronting terraminers on the obelisk was a daunting task, but the medusa gave Nocao’s team an unbeatable edge. ‘If she can freeze the terraminers in their tracks, it’s a game-changer!’

‘Start feeding her terraminer flesh,’ Guntar ordered. ‘She must develop a taste for it.’

They climbed a long stone hallway towards natural light, eventually exiting the pyramid onto an oval-sized stone concourse enclosed with expansive nets.

‘Wow! It’s an aviary,’ Sean said, thinking he’d seen it all.

Winged serpentine creatures, massive birds, and all manner of flying hybrids darted about the upper reaches of the aviary, creating a dazzling mirage of shadows across the concourse. Two falcon-men with a pegasus and a hippogriff on leashes landed with a blast of wind.

‘My finest wranglers, Nasir and Sattar!’ Ramin announced.

Sean stood in awe of the pair. They bore tanned muscular bodies, with the wings and heads of giant falcons, just like the Egyptian god Horus. Nasir’s feathers were black and Sattar’s brown, with lighter speckles. Their beaks were razor sharp and their large black eyes flitted with curiosity at him.

Guntar inspected the hippogriff and pegasus.

‘They most tame…in aviary,’ Nasir squawked.

Sean marveled at his ingenious translator. From a visual perspective, Nasir was squawking like a bird at Guntar. Although the translation was abrupt and missing key words, he could clearly understand every screech and whistle.

Sean’s attention was drawn to the pegasus. The black stallion bucked and neighed fretfully, casting them into shadow every time he stretched his massive wings. The hippogriff had the hind body and legs of a horse with the wings, head, and talons of a great eagle. It looked ready to tear every sliver of flesh from anyone who walked too close.

‘We may struggle to keep the beasts from tearing each other apart,’ Guntar said.

‘Can the hippogriff be trained?’ Sean asked.

Sattar zapped the hippogriff’s rear legs with his training stave. It screeched and sat restlessly on the concourse. ‘It can be controlled,’ Sattar squawked.

‘Where’s the final member?’ Ramin asked.

Nasir screeched up into the aviary and a striking bird with fiery red and yellow feathers swooped in to land in front of them.

‘This hybrid’s not a fighter,’ Ramin said.

‘We’ll use her as bait for the dropwings,’ Sean said.

Guntar groaned. ‘I still disagree with your selection. Combined with the pegasus, we will almost be two fighters short.’

‘I know, but the rest of us will spend less time outrunning dropwings and more time fighting and catching weapons. Trust me…it’ll work.’

‘You…hard work ahead…child,’ Nasir squawked. ‘You selections wild…unpredictable. You fail…or take arena by surprise.’

For a moment, Sean felt his old doubting-self creep back in to undermine his confidence. He shrugged it off and walked around the hippogriff. ‘We need to be different if we’re going to win.’

The hippogriff watched him with a cautious eye, scratching its talons across the stone.

‘Careful,’ Sattar warned. ‘He not familiar with you.’

Sean kept his distance and stroked the jet-black neck of the pegasus. He felt the power of the animal as it breathed, as though the animal’s energy was transferring into his own body. ‘I want to learn how to ride him.’

Nasir and Sattar screeched in amusement.

Sean shrugged off their annoying, condescending screeches. A voice inside him beckoned jump on and he snatched the leash from Nasir. He leapt onto the horse’s back and kicked. The pegasus took off with a powerful swoosh and Sean almost fell off backwards, barely managing to clutch the leash. Every time the pegasus flapped, it felt like a car accelerating – faster and faster, threatening to throw him free. He worked his way up the leash to grasp the stallion’s muscular neck. They zoomed up to the top of the aviary, ducking and weaving between the other hybrids like a car driving into oncoming traffic.

Sean shut his eyes and held his breath, trusting the pegasus.

The pegasus finally leveled out to glide smoothly around the upper rim of the aviary. Sean opened his eyes and took in the sprawling enclosure and the hybrid pyramid beyond. The freedom was exhilarating and he wondered why he had ever been scared of heights. He relaxed and patted his mane. ‘Good boy…Pegasus.’

Sean steered the pegasus down to land and jumped off with a wry smile, handing the leash back to Nasir. The falcon-men flitted their heads about in disbelief. ‘He’s awesome,’ Sean said casually. ‘We’ll take him.’

Nocao wore a proud grin while Guntar’s stern lips twitched, almost transforming into a smile. Ramin laughed heartily. ‘Child, you’re either full of stupidity or bravery – I can’t work out which. Hayat, prepare our selections for training.’

Hayat grunted as usual and rushed away.

Sean had never considered bravery as one of his strengths until now. 


— CHAPTER 27 —
BEING HUMAN

The next morning, Sean found himself on a platform high above Ramin’s training arena. He peered over the edge and took a nervous breath. The arena consisted of a single obelisk about the size of a ten-story building, which arose from a central pool in the stone floor. As he’d been told countless times by Guntar, the complex was a mere holding pen compared to the Great Arena, but it was still large enough to make Guntar’s ground team look like ants from his position.

Nasir swooped in and landed beside him. ‘You begin!’ he squawked.

Sean looked around. ‘Where’s the rest of our sky team?’

‘You must learn…fly properly…then they join,’ Nasir squawked. ‘Sky battle…hard to win. You fly…fight…no time to land. We protect one platform…easy lost. Enemies everywhere…any direction. Dropwing sting disable you…you food for kraken.’

‘Maybe I should just stick to riding the pegasus then,’ Sean said, half hopeful.

Nasir ruffled his neck feathers with disapproval. ‘No rely pegasus. Today…catch weapons…difficult…but you learn.’

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you and Sattar caught the weapons? I don’t have your speed or stamina.’

‘You fly wrong,’ Nasir squawked. ‘Waste energy fighting air…need to ride drafts…find currents.’

‘I don’t know, it seems –’

‘Stop thinking about flying. Clear mind…air will guide you.’

‘What if I crash into something?’

Nasir slapped him on the forehead. ‘Stop using this. Use these,’ he squawked, pulling out Sean’s wing. ‘You fly…eyes closed. Wings sense…better than mind.’

Sean shook his head. There was no way he was flying with his eyes closed. It was suicide.

‘First rule, no hit empty weapon canister. We train…until pile of weapons satisfy me.’

A crack sounded from the far side of the arena and echoed around the empty stands. Sean peered up to find a black missile-like object firing high into the sky above them.

‘Go!’ Nasir screeched.

Sean launched on a direct intercept course for the weapons cache, heart pounding. What do I do now? This is never gonna work. He was almost upon the cache when it popped open, releasing a collection of staves and razor-sharp blades. He veered hard to avoid them and watched helplessly as they sailed downward, already far out of reach.

He flew back to the platform, out of breath and embarrassed.

‘Shredders flay you to bone…you fly like that,’ Nasir squawked. Sean barely had a chance to respond before a second weapons cache released.

‘Again!’ Nasir screeched.

The relentless process repeated for the remainder of the day, with short breaks for food and water. Nasir’s incessant squawking was getting on Sean’s nerves and he became more frustrated as time went on. Nasir demonstrated how it needed to be done, but the ease in which he could target the falling weapons was a constant reminder of how superior his vision was to Sean’s. Hunting as a falcon, Nasir could see a mouse from two hundred metres in the air, so spotting weapons was a cinch for him.

Sean returned to the platform as the sun was setting, his eyes red-raw and his wings burning. To his dismay, he was yet to catch a single weapon, and hunched on his knees in defeat, gasping for air.

‘You don’t trust wings…refuse to let go of mind,’ Nasir squawked. ‘You start again in morning.’

That evening, Sean trudged up the steps to his pyramid chamber, utterly exhausted. Yeesha and two slave girls were waiting for him, ointments and salves at the ready – and suddenly his day didn’t seem so bad. Yeesha was the one bright star on his dim horizon. With barely the energy to muster a hello, he collapsed on the bed.

Yeesha inspected his arms and legs. ‘Where are your wounds?’

‘Don’t ask,’ Sean replied with a moan.

‘Do you want some herbs to help you sleep?’

‘I won’t have a problem sleeping,’ Sean said, closing his eyes.

Sean could sense Yeesha watching him until he drifted off into a light asleep. When he opened his eyes a little while later, the other girls had left the room. It was just the two of them. Yeesha slipped a handmade bracelet from her wrap and carefully tied it around his wrist.

‘What’s this?’ Sean said, sitting up.

Yeesha blushed, averting her eyes. ‘I made it for you.’

Sean was moved by her simple gesture. A tingling, excited feeling warmed his chest and he gently lifted her face to meet his. ‘Thank you.’

Her eyes were alight with anticipation and she leant towards him.

Sean closed his eyes as her soft lips met his. They lingered in a gentle, tender kiss. Her sweet perfume was the most intoxicating thing he’d ever smelt. Yeesha slowly pulled away. Sean took a second to open his eyes and breathe again. He stared in surprise, heart pounding.

Appearing ashamed, Yeesha lowered her head. ‘I should not have –’

‘It’s okay,’ Sean said. ‘Really! That was better than any salve or herb you could give me.’

She forced a smile, but her demeanor remained melancholy.

He took her hand in his. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘When the Isharkute leave, so will you. What will happen to my people? How will we survive the fires?’

Sean felt wide-awake all of a sudden. Yeesha had seen the super volcano in vivid holographic detail only a few nights before. The intense training and arena preparation had left him with little time to consider her dilemma. He took a deep breath and focused on Yeesha’s expectant deep brown eyes, desperate to kiss her in return and promise her the world. ‘I’ll think of something,’ he said, convincing himself that he eventually would.

Yeesha kissed him again. As she pulled away, an amused grin crept across Sean’s face. She raised a displeased eyebrow and he realised his unexpected reaction had sent the wrong message. He didn’t mean for her to feel embarrassed or insulted.

‘Don’t worry, I…I liked it,’ Sean said. He could feel his cheeks burning up – now he’d embarrassed himself. ‘But it’s funny… I never kissed an older girl before.’

‘Is there something wrong with that?’

‘No! No – it’s just, you’re… Well, technically you’re ten thousand years older than me.’

Yeesha smiled. Sean was glad to see she could find some humor in their otherwise grim situation. They held hands until he fell asleep.

The next morning Sean approached training with a renewed energy. The kiss had dominated his thoughts all morning. Upon waking, he thought it might have been a dream, but the bracelet was proof her kiss was just as real as her plea for help. He always considered himself a clever strategist and found it deeply frustrating having nothing to offer her. He needed a plan to rescue her people. But first, he needed to master the skill of flying and catching weapons.

Nasir landed behind him, sniffing the air impatiently, obviously expecting another day of failure. Sean looked down at his bracelet with a burst of optimism. Others believed in him – he just needed to believe in himself.

The mortar-like crack of a launching weapons cache sliced through the air.

Sean raced to the edge and dove off the platform before Nasir could squawk an order. He sailed on a direct intercept course towards the cache, surfing the currents without flapping his wings and thinking about Nasir’s comment from the day before: Clear your mind…let the air guide you.

He reluctantly closed his eyes. Time slowed. Seconds felt like minutes. He imagined himself crashing into the weapons cache, but instead, something amazing happened.

His body connected to the surrounding air, sensing every subtle shift of the breeze. He could feel the incoming cache vibrating through the atmosphere towards him, telling him exactly where to find it. A sharp sudden draft made him open his eyes and the cache popped opened a few metres ahead, dumping the weapons straight on top of him. He caught one and darted awkwardly to avoid the empty canister.

Sean screamed in triumph and returned to the platform, proudly tossing the weapon down in front of Nasir. ‘I did it. I got one!’

‘Better!’ Nasir squawked. ‘You must fly like that in battle. Great Arena…two weeks. You need learn more…fight shredders.’

Sean slouched, a tad crestfallen.

The crack of another cache cut between them and he dove off for another round, this time with a dogged determination to prove himself. The arduous training drills continued all day. Sean improved slightly with each round as he adjusted to his new senses, and by the end of the day, he was returning with two to three weapons at a time – utterly exhausted, but driven on by his progress.

Nasir introduced more hybrids into the mix over the next week, making the experience as close to a real arena battle as possible. Days were a grueling blur of training, while nights were spent strategising with Nocao and Guntar using the Mythic simulations. It was like running a daily marathon, and every muscle in his body ached continuously.

Yeesha sat up with Sean each night, nourishing him with a steady supply of food and drinks. He enjoyed her presence, but she was a constant reminder that he needed to help her people.

There was one obstacle left in his arena training before he could commit any serious thought on the matter. Shredders. They came in two forms – a humongous, tank-sized female that resembled a Hercules beetle, and the vicious swarm of her male hatchlings. The fist-sized males sliced prey to shreds with their razor-sharp wings, allowing the mother to slurp up the remains with her proboscis. Sean found them difficult to simulate in Mythic and quickly realised that no amount of programming was going to help.

He needed to fight them for real.

When that day finally came, all other hybrids were cleared out of the arena. The silence made Sean feel even more nervous. To his surprise, he’d become used to the sounds of battle. He glanced around from the safety of his platform to find Nocao and Guntar watching from the stands.

Nasir and Sattar swooped in to land beside him, staves at the ready in case they needed to intervene. Their presence did little to abate his nerves. This was the only aspect of the arena he felt ill prepared for, and even the name shredders gave him a terrible feeling.

Then he heard the thunderous thump… thump… thump…

A tank-sized beetle lumbered into the arena and Sean edged around the platform, peering over the edge to watch. The female shredder was covered in gleaming black armored plates. An impossibly long horn protruded from her cranial plate, flanked by five-metre-long, scissor-like mandibles. Nasir fired a volley of shots at her head, coaxing the creature towards their platform. Her rear shell separated into two halves, revealing an immense set of semi-translucent wings that were at least thirty metres across. Once flapping, they created a deafening buzz, with updrafts that buffeted Sean backwards across the platform.

Nasir handed him a stave. ‘You get high above…aim between neck plates…pink flesh…only weak spot.’

‘I’m doing this alone?’

‘You kill mother…we distract males,’ Nasir affirmed with a squawk.

Sean stalled. His blood froze in his veins and the confidence he’d built over the last couple of weeks completely evaporated.

‘Fly…before she release male swarm,’ Sattar squawked.

‘I-I can’t do this by myself…’ Sean stammered.

The female hovered overhead, blotting out the sun to flaunt her true horror – the swarm of male shredders teeming across her underside.

Sean instinctively raised his stave, but Nasir slapped it away. ‘No destroy swarm. Kill mother…swarm lose focus.’

The male shredders spiraled towards them, buzzing like angry bees.

‘No think – fly!’ Nasir screeched.

Sean launched off the platform with his stomach in his mouth, the intense buzz of the swarm trailing right behind him. He didn’t need to close his eyes to feel the subtle changes in the air; the winds created by the mother thrashed him around like he was caught in a tornado. He fought against the turbulent drafts and soon found himself hovering over the magnificent female shredder. Far below, Nasir and Sattar were flying circles around the arena, drawing the male swarm away, allowing him time to practice the maneuver.

Sean prepared to take the shot, aiming for her neck plates. He paused. It felt wrong to kill such a mighty creature, even one as dangerous as this. She jabbed her horn towards him and he zipped aside – a pointy reminder that this wasn’t the time to feel remorseful. He was fighting for his life.

He darted about, scanning the impenetrable black armor for her weak spot. She lowered her head to strike, baring the vulnerable pink flesh between her neck plates.

He barely had time to aim…and fired.

The shot bounced harmlessly off her armor and she sent out a shrill whistle.

The males caught him by surprise from beneath. Their serrated wings sliced his lower leg into a latticework of bleeding flesh. He panicked and flew desperately around the arena, just trying to outrun the swarm. ‘Help me out!’

Sattar and Nasir distracted the female with a volley of shots, drawing the swarm away from him. Isharkute warriors watching from the stands fired a barrage of disabling gas canisters into the arena, subduing the shredder. Nasir herded the drowsy female back to her pen, shrieking angrily.

Sean landed on the arena floor, bitterly disappointed with his failure. With less than a week to improve, he felt the pressure of facing larger, more-aggressive shredders in the Great Arena. Nocao met him at the gate as he left. ‘You did okay.’

‘Okay?’ Sean said curtly. ‘I was terrible. I’ll never be ready in time.’

‘Don’t be too hard on yourself. Not many hybrids can take down a female shredder. You should be proud of making it this far. Your Mythic program has worked. We’re nearly ready for the Great Arena.’

‘I’m supposed to take down one of those things by myself – it’s impossible.’

‘You’ll find a way.’

‘You think? Maybe Ramin was right…I’m too optimistic.’

‘You’ve come a long way from the boy we found in the jungle. I know you will find a way.’

Sean took a moment to acknowledge Nocao’s remark. He did feel different. His nervous, inexperienced self felt more like a shadow – one that was fading a little each day. He walked taller as they passed through the main arena gate into the city.

Outside, a group of Isharkute guards stood over two human boys, taking turns beating them. The pitiful sight ignited Sean’s already frayed temper and he raced over, ready to release his pent-up aggravation. ‘Stop!’ he cried, throwing himself between the guards.

The main guard clubbed him across the head and glared at Nocao – a clear warning not to intervene.

Sean staggered unsteadily, holding the fresh lump on his forehead. ‘Leave them alone or –’

‘Or what?’ the guard grunted, smashing the butt of his weapon into his stomach this time.

Sean crumpled to the ground, gasping for air. Nocao launched himself in front of his human friend and the guards drew their staves. The main guard stood his ground and assessed Nocao with a bemused frown. ‘You stand up for these humans?’

‘Just one,’ Nocao said sharply.

‘Then get him out of the way while we finish disciplining the others.’

‘Why? What have they done?’

The guard pointed to the wall behind them. ‘The worthless meat deface our arena when they should be sweeping up crap in the hybrid pens.’

Sean picked himself up, forcing his lungs to take a full breath. He turned to find a stone wall littered with crude charcoal drawings of stick figures and creatures fighting in the arena. He looked back to the two boys, both of whom were trembling with fear – hands caked in black charcoal. ‘Let them go, or I’ll tell Ramin you beat me,’ he said.

The guards cast each other an uncertain look.

‘I would listen to what he says,’ Nocao said, ‘or next time we might find them sweeping what’s left of you out of the pens.’

The main guard stared blankly at them, obviously well aware of Sean’s importance. Every Isharkute in the city knew him now by name and reputation. ‘Then you clean their mess,’ he said with a patronising laugh, driving his heel into the scrawny boys. The boys nodded humbly to Sean and scampered off with the guards on their tail.

‘These humans look up to you – they expect you to help them,’ Nocao said.

‘I want to, but how can I? The whole world’s about to change.’

‘They survived the cataclysm once before – they will survive it again.’

‘We don’t know for sure.’

‘It’s not your responsibility.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ Sean said, tracing the rough charcoal lines with his finger. He stopped with surprise. The humanoid stick figure with wings at the top of the drawing was unmistakable – it was him, dominating the creatures of the arena. Outlines of the boys’ hands surrounded his image. To depict a hand with four fingers instead of five was an insult to the Isharkute, like a mark of defiance. It suggested a growing unification between the humans, and the first spark of rebellion.

Sean placed his hand over the impression, realising he’d seen this style of hand art before – in some of the earliest cave paintings ever discovered. They were found all over the world, from the Aborigines of Australia to the Cave of Hands in Argentina.

The answer he’d been looking for was scribbled across the wall. There was a way to save the human race without disrupting the natural course of history. ‘I know how to protect them – I have to speak with Yeesha.’

Swoosh! Sean was airborne before Nocao could even respond, brimming with the excitement to tell Yeesha he’d figured it out. He landed atop his pyramid and raced inside. The chamber was quiet, darker than usual. The slave girls waited patiently, heads bowed. There was something wrong.

‘Where’s Yeesha?’ he asked with a sinking feeling.

The girls started sobbing and desperation rose inside him. ‘Where is she?’

One of the girls looked up, her eyes red from crying. ‘The hybrid pyramid.’

Sean shuddered at the thought of her body dissected into pieces, hoping by some miracle it wasn’t too late to save her. 


— CHAPTER 28 —
GARDEN OF EDEN

Sean leapt into the evening sky, flying straight for Ramin’s gallery. As much as it killed him, he needed the overseer’s permission before flying to the hybrid pyramid to rescue Yeesha. He flew right over the guards to land in the middle of the gallery.

Ramin lazed back on his throne, casually stroking a sphinx sitting beside him. The guards moved to intercept Sean, but the overseer waved them back. ‘Let him approach.’

Sean’s heart was pounding. The sphinx’s human head looked painfully familiar, with Yeesha’s hair and the same olive complexion. He drew closer, desperate to avert his eyes from the nightmare. Please don’t let it be her. The sphinx turned and he exhaled in relief – it was Ayra, Yeesha’s sister.

‘What have you done with Yeesha?’ Sean blurted out.

Ramin launched off his throne. ‘Your success in the arena does not give you the right to enter unannounced, let alone demand things of me.’

Sean lowered his voice. ‘Please, Overseer Ramin… What’s happened to her?’

Ramin straightened his tunic in an authoritative gesture. ‘What is she to you?’

‘She’s my friend. I’d like to keep her as a friend – not a pet,’ Sean said, throwing a deliberate glance at Ayra.

‘You humans fascinate me. More complex creatures than most give you credit for, but your need to create emotional connections with each other so quickly is your downfall.’

‘It’s what makes us unique.’

‘Hah!’ Ramin hollered, stroking Ayra’s face. ‘Yeesha served me well. I thought it would please her to be granted a hybrid body – and join her sister by my side.’

‘Humans don’t see hybrids the same way you do. To them, it’s a curse.’

‘To fly? To outrun the beasts that consider you prey? Isn’t this what you humans dream of, to be more than you are?’

‘Yes, but they’re just dreams. That’s part of being human. Look what’s happened to your race after all your genetic messing around. You’re dying.’

‘He’s right,’ announced a voice from the gallery shadows.

Khalil limped out from between the columns and stood beside his father. Although weak, he’d put on weight and his skin was a healthier blue hue, more like a regular Isharkute. ‘If the boy needs a companion, we should indulge him. He has earned it.’

Ramin exhaled heavily. He looked down to Ayra and shifted uncomfortably, as though registering the true sadness in her eyes for the first time. Sean wondered if his look of guilt was a sign of compassion. Could Ramin have changed that much?

‘Shame. I was looking forward to reuniting the sisters. They would have made an elegant pair of sphinxes,’ Ramin said wistfully. Sean held back his excitement and edged away, anxious to leave. ‘She’s in the hybrid pyramid. I’ll send word you’re coming to collect her.’

Sean bolted through the gallery and took flight across the city, finding it hard to believe what had just happened. Ramin’s act of mercy proved just how much his presence had changed the Isharkute way of thinking.

Hayat, the master hybrid keeper, met Sean on the landing platform and escorted him inside with an agitated grunt. He was even less personable than the first time they met. After navigating a myriad of steps and walkways, they arrived at the hybrid laboratory.

The pungent stench made Sean nauseous.

He took a shallow breath and walked inside to find a lab filled with dozens of operating slabs, each covered in a gory collection of body parts and blood-smeared tools. Then he saw Yeesha. Her olive-coloured skin looked pale and sickly under the harsh white lights. A scientist wrenched her off the slab and callously threw her to the floor, furious at being denied such a prime specimen.

Sean rushed to her side. She was a trembling mess. Black incision marks circled her neck, showing just how close she’d come to being decapitated. She threw her arms around him and sobbed desperately, closing her eyes to the headless lion on the nearby slab.

The scientist waved at his assistant to remove the wasted carcass.

‘I can’t breathe,’ Sean said, gently prying her from his neck. ‘It’s okay. You won’t ever see this lab again. I won’t let them hurt you.’

Yeesha held tight, choking him off his feet.

‘I’ve figured out a way to save your people,’ Sean wheezed through his crushed windpipe.

Yeesha pulled back and looked at him, her tear-filled eyes alight with hope.

*     *     *

Colossal Isharkute motherships dominated the night sky like new moons. Their luminescent presence was the beginning of changes taking place around the planet. New motherships had arrived every night since the Emperor announced the evacuation of the planet. A steady stream of flying traffic flowed to and from the ships, glowing like a busy highway stretching across the night sky.

Sean stared across Ramin’s crumbling city from his pyramid chamber. The earthquakes had increased in frequency and ferocity over the last few days, now reaching a point where Ramin had stopped rebuilding and only repaired essential structures. It now made sense why so many ancient Isharkute cities were never discovered – they had turned to ruins. The shattered stone would have been reused and built upon by countless human civilisations. Only the largest, strongest structures like the Sphinx and the Great Pyramid would survive.

Since returning from the hybrid pyramid, he’d spent hours going over his plan. Now the future of Yeesha and her people hinged on his ability to successfully pitch the idea. He paced the chamber, talking through each stage of the plan to himself.

Yeesha and the girls stood nearby, dutifully waiting.

Footfalls and hushed conversation carried up the pyramid steps, alerting Sean to his expected visitors. He composed himself, attempting to look confident. The girls lowered their heads as Nesuk and Nocao entered.

‘What’s so important that you need us here in the middle of the night?’ Nesuk grumbled.

‘I have a plan to save the human race,’ Sean said, activating a hologram of the Earth.

‘Aren’t you proof the human race endures?’

‘No!’ Sean said firmly. ‘When I saw the drawings on the arena wall today, I realised something… I have to stay with Yeesha and her tribe. I’ve found a cave. It’s the perfect place to protect and prepare them for a world that’s about to change big-time.’

‘You’d give up your only chance of returning home to stay and help them?’ Nesuk said, looking a little perplexed.

‘It’s the right thing to do. I’m responsible for this mess in so many ways. Now I have a chance to fix it, but I can’t do it alone. I need some Isharkute to stay with me…to help me.’

‘Our intervention could have untold consequences on the future.’

‘Isn’t that the one thing you’re trying to fix?’ Nocao asked.

‘But you already did help us. In my time, there’s ancient cave paintings of humans and alien visitors. They’re found all over the world. Some cultures believed they gave us knowledge and formed the foundation for our civilisations. At this point in time, the human race isn’t equipped to survive the climate changes on their own. They need our help. I think it’s our destiny to work together. I want to make sure it happens the same way again.’

‘What about your father? I thought you wanted to rescue him and return to the future.’

‘If I don’t do this, then there might not be a future. I know Dad would do the same. This thing’s bigger than all of us. We can’t ignore it and just hope it will fix itself.’

Nesuk paced the room, glaring at Yeesha and the girls. ‘It’s a death sentence for any Isharkute who stay behind.’

‘If the human race dies, then so do the Isharkute,’ Sean said.

Nesuk stopped pacing and focused on him again. ‘Why caves?’

‘In our time, archaeologists found remains of humans who survived a recent ice age by living in a group of caves they called the “Garden of Eden.”’ As Sean spoke, the hologram zoomed into a rocky coastline dotted with caves. ‘My scans were based on your predictions for the eruptions. I think this area on the coast of South Africa can be used as a shelter. We could relocate Yeesha’s people there before the eruption.’

‘But we have the resources to build you a bunker here, complete with all the equipment you need to survive indefinitely,’ Nocao said.

‘It’s tempting, but we can’t. Humans shouldn’t have too much of a head start. I think we’re meant to go to the caves and evolve the way we did before, to preserve history.’

There was a heavy silence after Sean finished speaking. He surprised himself at how much he sounded like his dad, and with that realisation, he knew he’d made the right decision.

Nesuk stood dead-still, stooped over like an old gnarly tree. His discerning gaze darted between Sean and the girls, then finally back to Nocao. ‘Many Isharkute have dedicated their lives to finding a cure – your father included.’

Nocao nodded respectfully.

‘He would be proud of your efforts,’ Nesuk said. The elder Isharkute turned to Sean, pointing his long spindly finger. ‘Sean, your sacrifice is also admirable. I too will stay on Earth to assist you and the human tribes.’

‘Thank you!’ Sean said with relief.

‘The atmosphere after the eruptions will contain dangerous levels of sulphur dioxide,’ Nesuk continued in his gruff, no-nonsense manner. ‘I’ll need to wear a respirator most of the time, but the levels will not be as dangerous to humans, as long as they stay out of the elements. The soils and water will be poisoned for years, so it will be up to us to purify their food sources. When it’s safe, we can lead them from the caves to populate the continents.’

‘Sean’s suggestion for the caves makes sense,’ Nocao said.

‘Yes, it does. We have a lot to prepare in a short amount of time. We must apprise Ramin of our plans immediately.’

Sean winked at Yeesha and she returned a grin. Even though the hardest part was over, it was time to confront Ramin, and they were sure to receive an emphatic response.

*     *     *

‘What?’ Ramin bellowed so as the whole city could hear. ‘Staying behind is suicide! Have you lost your minds?’

Everyone cowered under the thunderous rebuke except for Sean. He’d just seen Ramin’s softer side and knew his boisterous outburst was more for show.

Nesuk allowed Ramin’s echo to disappear into the vast emptiness of the main gallery before continuing. ‘Khalil’s cure is proof our sacrifice is worthy.’

Ramin peered up at his son, who was standing beside the throne watching the proceedings. Khalil nodded in agreement, cooling his father’s heated disposition.

‘It’s a shame to lose my best scientist, but I see your reasoning, Nesuk,’ Ramin said, casting an accusing look towards Sean. ‘Emperor Neberun has just decreed that, due to the instability of the planet, the remaining population will evacuate straight after the Great Arena – three weeks ahead of the planned date. Will you be ready in time?’

Nesuk nodded. ‘The first thing I must do is locate Senetep’s time displacement device to send Nocao into the future. I expect the planet-wide evacuation to work in our favor. Once the Great Arena begins, we should encounter little to no resistance in Senetep’s capital. I’ll locate the device and make the necessary adjustments based on Sean’s description of what the hall looks like in the future. After that, I’ll await your arrival with the crown.’

‘And if we fail to win the crown?’ Ramin asked.

‘Without the power source, the device is useless,’ Nocao said. ‘I won’t be able to travel forward in time, and we’ll be stuck with half a cure.’

‘We have to win – we have no choice,’ Sean said. ‘But there’s something else… I think I know where the super volcano will erupt.’

Ramin sprung forward in his throne. ‘Where?’

‘The Emperor’s capital.’

‘How could you know?’ Nesuk asked. ‘Our calculations have pinpointed hundreds of potential eruption zones.’

‘In my time, that continent no longer exists. I think the Emperor’s capital is the lost city of Atlantis.’

‘Atlantis?’ Ramin asked.

‘Yeah. Atlantis was supposed to be an ancient, highly advanced city. Legends say it was destroyed by some kind of fiery cataclysm and sank into the ocean. Its remains have never been found. Most archaeologists think it’s a myth, but I think the super volcano is what destroys the capital, and the humans that survive pass on the legend as Atlantis.’

‘It seems our future is already set,’ Ramin said, waving to Yeesha. She rushed to pamper her overseer and he grasped her face, turning her to look at him. ‘Pity. I stand to lose some of my favorite pets,’ he said with a hint of regret. ‘It seems you’re destined for greater things than to serve me. You have the burden of perpetuating your species.’

Yeesha looked her master directly in the eye. It was the first time Sean had seen her do it without fear, as though she sensed the subtle, compassionate change within him – a safety she’d surely never felt before.

Ramin focused on Sean. ‘Tell me this – if our fate is unavoidable, does that mean your very presence is evidence we win the crown and power the device?’

Sean stalled, realising he’d never really thought this possibility through. Was fate like a magnet, pulling them towards a predestined future? It was a dangerous, complacent way of thinking. So many decisions and actions had brought him to this point. It didn’t make sense that some universal force was dictating his actions. If he hadn’t raced back to the tent during the sandstorm to retrieve his laptop, he would never have brought the Mythic game back in time. It was his decision to drop the cord holding his dad and grab William. If William hadn’t sacrificed his life, they would never have escaped Senetep.

Every turn of events teetered on a precarious tightrope of chance, circumstance, and split-second decisions.

‘Well?’ Ramin asked.

Sean glanced at Yeesha. ‘I believe we make our own fate…our own future.’

Ramin grinned. ‘Good. To win, we must still believe there’s a chance we can lose.’ 


— CHAPTER 29 —
THE GREAT ARENA

Sean’s final days of training went quickly and his nights were spent rebuilding the Hall of Records in 3D holographic detail for Nesuk. Every shaft, walkway, and chamber had to be exact so Nesuk could make the necessary architectural adjustments once he arrived in Senetep’s capital.

The morning of the Great Arena, Sean awoke with a serious case of butterflies. He couldn’t stomach the usual platter of fruit and instead stood at the edge of his pyramid chamber overlooking the city to the crowds congregating around the grand gallery. The royal transport would soon be arriving to collect their arena teams, guaranteeing safe passage past Senetep to the Great Arena and – if they won – Emperor Neberun.

He looked down at the scars covering his arms and legs. They were a vivid reminder of everything he had achieved, and for the first time in days, he reflected on the amazing turn of events. It was still hard to accept that all the people he ever knew were yet to be born, thousands of years in the future.

The thought filled him with a sudden loneliness.

That world felt now like another lifetime.

Only three months earlier, he was still at school, and by now, would have completed another term. Instead of exams, he was shaping the path of human existence. It was crazy.

His thoughts drifted to his dad. If he’d survived Senetep’s training, they might face each other in the arena. It was frightening to think of him as some vicious monster. Would he even recognise him? What if his dad stood between him and victory? He didn’t trust himself to raise a weapon in such a situation. As much as he hated admitting it to himself, it would be easier if his dad hadn’t made it this far.

He closed his eyes and focused on the upcoming battle, imagining himself sailing through the air, catching weapons. His wings tingled. The sensation calmed his mind and slowed his breathing.

‘Ramin’s expecting us,’ Nocao said, breaking his concentration.

Sean opened his eyes to find Nocao and Nesuk standing behind him. ‘Is everything ready?’

Nesuk nodded. ‘Yes. Supplies for the caves are loaded. Senetep’s border patrols have been scaled back since the planet-wide evacuation was announced, so I should be able to leave Ramin’s zone undetected. Once you’re on your way to the Great Arena, I will make my way to Senetep’s border, where I will await news of your success.’

Sean had grown to like Nesuk. Since agreeing to stay on Earth, the alien had worked tirelessly to ensure the time displacement device would be ready by the time they arrived at Senetep’s capital. His respect and connections throughout the Empire had rallied a support team of Isharkute scientists and builders ready to assist him with their plans, all achieved without Emperor Neberun’s and Senetep’s knowledge.

‘It’s scary,’ Sean said. ‘I never imagined I’d have so much responsibility. So many people depend on me. I just – I just wanted to be like my dad. Doing what I loved.’

‘I understand,’ Nocao said. ‘I wanted to be like my father. But without him, I have no advocate to induct me into the Sciences Guild. Even if I did meet up with my people again, I would live the rest of my life as a commoner.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Isharkute society is broken down into two categories – members of the Guilds of Knowledge and commoners. Guilds specialise in science, hybrid creation, war, art, and philosophy. It’s a more civilised life than commoners, who live a life of hard labor, restricted rights, and harsher living conditions.’

Sean realised how much of the Isharkute society he was yet to see and understand. ‘I can’t believe you’d be treated like that…after everything you’ve done.’

‘The only way I could be inducted is by an advocate, somebody already a member of the guilds. It’s rare. Most members already have protégés.’

‘Do you have an initiation ceremony for young people in your society?’ Nesuk asked.

Sean thought about it. Although uncommon for his western background, the practice was familiar to him. ‘Some cultures have ceremonies. I think they call it a Rite of Passage or something – my dad told me about it a while ago.’

‘And what is yours?’

‘I don’t know – I don’t have one. If I was still at home, I’d just go to school, study and…you know, work it out as I go.’

‘Then your experiences here have been your induction into adulthood,’ Nesuk said. ‘You are no longer a boy. The humans believe in you… And so do we.’

Sean felt stronger. Nesuk’s words of confidence empowered him more than any hybrid enhancement. It proved prejudices could be overcome, and in time, both races could live side by side. ‘Thank you, Nesuk.’

Nesuk made the Sign of Union and departed down the pyramid steps.

Sean and Nocao stood together, watching the crowds across the city. The magnitude of the task before them was now an inescapable reality.

*     *     *

The boisterous crowds spilled out of the main gallery to fill the avenues. Garlands of exotic flowers littered the pavement. Colourful banners hung from the gallery pillars, carefully placed to mask the damage from the earthquakes.

An excited buzz ran through the congregation as Guntar, Sean, and Nocao made their way into the gallery.

Inside, it was standing room only. Ramin lounged on his throne, basking in the presence of his most impressive hybrids. The sphinxes lazed at his feet, held on gold leashes by exquisitely dressed slave girls. A bright yellow phoenix sat perched over his throne, screeching proudly across the din of infectious chatter.

A proud-looking manticore strutted after Sean, snarling and flexing its poison-laced scorpion stinger. Sean quickened his step, but couldn’t help smiling to himself. Ramin loved to put on a good show, and this was nothing more than a blatant display of prestige and power for his royal visitors soon to arrive.

Sean caught Yeesha’s face amidst the dazzling spectacle. She watched him eagerly, her face radiant with pride. Her silk dress shimmered like golden ether and her hair glistened with precious, intricately beaded gemstones. He couldn’t take his eyes off her and that warm tingling sensation surged through his chest again. He was so besotted by her beauty that he forgot to look where he was walking and tripped up the steps to the throne. He snapped out of his stupor, slightly embarrassed.

Sean noticed one important face missing from the crowd – Khalil. Ramin was adamant they keep his cure a secret from the Emperor until after the Great Arena; an idea Sean thought was wise. If Emperor Neberun or his viceroys had any idea of his own importance, it would jeopardise their entire plan.

Ramin stood. ‘Our team leaders approach! Applaud them like you would in the arena.’

The ensuing roar carried through the gallery and reverberated throughout the city.

Horns droned over the cheering, signifying the arrival of the royal transport. The crowd parted as Ramin marched to the outside courtyard to receive the royal vessel.

Sean followed closely, careful not to tread on Ramin’s long silk robes. The courtyard was crowded with dignitaries from numerous guilds. Yeesha’s entourage stayed in the gallery, leaving Sean the only human present in the courtyard. The liberties he’d been shown over the last few weeks were about to change with the arrival of the royal viceroy.

From now on, he was nothing more than a slave fighting for Overseer Ramin.

A shadow enveloped the courtyard with the arrival of an elegant, scarlet-coloured vessel. The smooth cylindrical hull resembled the mantle of the kraken, with six tendril-like landing arms extending out on either side. The vessel landed gently and a gangway descended to the hushed crowd. Two royal warriors in flowing scarlet robes emerged and stood guard at the base of the gangway, their pikes resting against their shoulders.

Sean’s pulse quickened at the sight of their helmets – which were the same design as a Pharaoh’s crown.

The royal viceroy strode swiftly down the gangway to greet Ramin. He cut a tall slender figure, moving effortlessly under the weight of his ceremonial dress. His head was tattooed with Isharkute symbols and his beard was heavily laden with ornamental beads.

After receiving each other with the usual pleasantries, Ramin clapped his hands and the remaining fifteen fighters filed into the courtyard. ‘Viceroy Simnar, I hereby introduce our arena teams.’

Sean slipped into line between Guntar and Nocao, watching Simnar from the corner of his eye. The foreboding alien had the presence of a long-lived, universally wise being. While Ramin prattled on about his selections, Simnar moved along the line, paying each hybrid a short-but-intense inspection. He took particular interest in their medusa, who was blindfolded for the safety of everyone in the courtyard.

Sean straightened as Simnar approached. His chest tightened with panic as the viceroy scrutinised him. He had the uncanny feeling that Simnar could read his mind and tried to clear his racing thoughts.

‘I assume you have heard the rumors?’ Simnar said in a level, calculating voice.

‘What rumors?’ Ramin asked, feigning indifference.

‘There’s word from Senetep’s capital about a group of unique humans – ones that may hold a cure to our affliction. This boy looks different from the indigenous tribes,’ Simnar said, casting a suspicious eye at Ramin.

‘I assure you he’s a creation from my own hybrid laboratory. Very promising.’

Simnar forced Sean around to examine his wings. ‘If the rumors are true about a human cure, it would be unwise to waste such a commodity in the Great Arena. Maybe I should remove this boy from your team for testing.’

Nocao bowed his head and stepped forward from the line. ‘May I speak?’

Simnar wheeled around to face the insubordinate. If Nocao had been any species other than Isharkute, he would have been beaten on the spot.

‘This is Nocao,’ Ramin anxiously intervened, ‘son of Horumbut from the Sciences Guild. Please excuse his –’

‘I know of Horumbut,’ Simnar snapped. ‘Speak then, Nocao.’

‘The human is from a tribe in the colder northern continents. This accounts for his pale skin and finer features. His intellect proved promising. Under my tutelage, we trained him as a team leader.’

‘Is that so?’ Simnar mused, his tone laced with scepticism.

Sean’s wings burned, urging him to escape. At least he was facing away from the viceroy, avoiding those penetrating, all-knowing eyes. Simnar turned him around. Sean controlled his breathing and kept his gaze locked ahead, convinced the slightest eye contact would give him away.

Simnar stared intensely, then finally moved along the line. ‘You display a diverse selection of hybrids. Although fanciful, they should prove interesting – if not entertaining. Impressive work. I look forward to watching your hybrids fight. We shall give them passage to the Great Arena.’

Ramin expelled a silent sigh of relief and nodded to Nocao.

The sides of the royal transport opened onto the courtyard floor, exposing segregated hybrid pens for Ramin’s hybrids. The royal warriors escorted each hybrid to their pen.

Guntar motioned Sean and Nocao to follow Simnar inside the transport. ‘Team leaders travel inside the vessel with the viceroy.’

Oh, great! Sean thought. Now I have to spend the rest of the journey with the viceroy.

The courtyard erupted in applause as they ascended the gangway. Guntar allowed them a moment to enjoy the adulation before moving inside.

The lavishly decorated interior quickly distracted Sean from his nerves. Luxurious lounges and tables dominated the space, with gleaming gold finishes everywhere. It was an example of opulence very few Isharkute experienced, and for a human like himself, it was apparently a first, as Simnar was happy to explain.

Sean and Nocao sat on a large lounge opposite Guntar and the viceroy, who were already engaged in light conversation about the politics surrounding the evacuation of Earth.

They flew at astonishing speeds across lush green jungles and vast oceans. Sean kept quiet and stared out the window, aware of Simnar’s ever-present gaze. The oceans rushed by in a blur of deep blue-green, gradually transforming into a luminescent aqua.

The whitewash of breaking waves and yellow sand whipped by and they flew over land, ascending sharply to a higher altitude. Sean shifted to the window as the sprawling capital became visible. Immense sea walls enclosed a myriad of harbours, buildings, avenues, and bridges, sprawling in every direction as far as he could see.

This is Atlantis! His excitement was almost impossible to contain.

Atlantis had always been some imaginary, fantastic civilisation. He used to fantasise about discovering some long-lost relic that would prove its existence. Before long, he was going to be in the middle of it, battling mythical creatures to save humanity.

He stared in wonder, taking in every detail, committing as much as he could to memory. Plato was the only historian to write a first-person account of visiting Atlantis, and even he had nothing on him now – an aerial, bird’s eye view of the real metropolis. Considering the ancient writer wouldn’t be born for thousands of years, his description was most likely based on someone else’s account. It’s probably mine, Sean thought with amusement. Try proving that to the modern-day scholars!

Sean glimpsed the Great Arena. The striking structure was a perfect circle, several kilometres across, and dominated by four monolithic obelisks, each with the breadth and height of a modern-day skyscraper. The arena wall was over twenty stories high – a bewildering engineering feat, even by Isharkute standards. The complex dwarfed the surrounding buildings and cast half the metropolis into shadow. It was easily a city in itself and was the central point of the entire continent, with every structure radiating out from its circular form like ripples in a pond.

They rotated to land on a wide concourse that connected the arena to the Emperor’s palace. The palace reminded Sean of the Pantheon in Greece, except the stonework was constructed from megalithic-sized slabs, easily twice the size of the Stone of the Pregnant Woman, the largest quarried stone ever discovered in modern times.

The concourse was thriving with activity. Transports from all over the world touched down to deliver their arena teams.

‘The Emperor will make his way from the palace to the Great Arena, inspecting teams that interest him along the way,’ Simnar said. ‘There are thirty-two teams this year, the largest number ever.’

Sean did the math in his head. That equated to 576 combatants. His butterflies returned with the force of a shredder swarm. He never imagined so many hybrids in one arena; it was going to be tough just flying without a deadly collision. They landed halfway between the arena and palace. The gangway opened and they were greeted with a blast of fresh air.

Sean stepped out onto the concourse, reeling at the diversity of creatures.

There were hundreds of alien-animal-human hybrids – more than human mythology ever accounted for. Every vicious, foul, and horrifying creature imaginable crowded the concourse, roaring, growling, or screeching as their trainers forced them into line. Just about every one looked bigger and stronger than their own hybrids.

‘I’m starting to think this was a really bad idea!’ Sean said.

‘Don’t let their size frighten you,’ Nocao said. ‘Remember, we’re not fighting against them.’

‘Not yet!’ Sean shot back. Initially, teams would fight the krakens, terraminers, dropwings, and shredders just to hold their defensive circles, but as things got desperate, they would turn on each other in order to survive.

He took a deep breath and looked for any sign of his dad. It was impossible. He had no idea what kind of creature he was even looking for. It was better not to think about it and remain focused on the upcoming battle.

A cavernous roar enveloped the length of the concourse from the million-strong crowd waiting inside the arena. The sheer power of that many cheering voices made Sean tremble even more.

The royal entourage filed through the palace pillars onto the concourse. The emerging dignitaries wore a collection of rich scarlet-purple robes. Emperor Neberun stepped from the shadows of the palace, his tall spindly body moving with a grace and eloquence derived from centuries of royal duty. Even from their distance, Sean could see he was wearing a Pharaoh’s crown, and he edged forward for a clearer view.

Guntar shunted him back with his stave. ‘Stay in line! Keep your head down.’

‘Is that the victory crown?’ Sean whispered.

‘No, that’s Neberun’s crown,’ Nocao said. ‘The crystal it houses has extended his life by centuries.’

‘Quiet!’ Guntar barked.

Emperor Neberun enjoyed the diversity of hybrids on display and chatted fervently with his doting entourage. A squadron of royal warriors guarded them closely as they made their way along the concourse.

Once the Emperor entered the arena, every hybrid was split into one of three massive queues, segregating the sky, obelisk, and ground teams.

There was no time for goodbyes or good luck, and all Sean could do was acknowledge Nocao across the throng of creatures with a nod. Nocao winked – a simple human gesture that gave him a much-needed burst of confidence.

Nasir and Sattar helped Sean keep the pegasus, hippogriff, and phoenix in line. The next couple of hours were a tedious trek through the stone corridors that burrowed deep into the arena stadium. The ever-increasing roar of the crowd added palpable tension to the air. Sean felt it resonate through his body like a living energy. It fuelled his adrenaline, increased his heart rate, and gave him one hell of a knot in his stomach.

Stadium guards snapped bracelets or collars on every hybrid. ‘Your platform is designated by the same colour,’ the keepers called along the lines. ‘Protect that platform to win your round.’

Sean held out his arm. A keeper locked a bracelet around his wrist and it pulsed yellow. The claustrophobia of the cramped corridors was starting to get to him and he was glad to see daylight again. His team was grouped with another three sky teams and escorted into a holding cage atop the stadium.

Sean’s butterflies kicked into overdrive and his palms went clammy with a cold sweat. He wiped them on his sides and blew into them. The last thing he needed was slippery hands when he was supposed to be catching weapons.

The full breadth of the arena stretched out below them, packed with a million Isharkute spectators. Teams on the arena floor were as small as ants and completely indistinguishable from one another. He located the Emperor’s royal box on the north wall of the arena, richly decorated with banners and flags. Owners of competing teams sat in private boxes before the Emperor.

Emperor Neberun appeared, arms raised, waving regally. The entire stadium erupted with cheers and applause.

Their cage was almost rattling off its supports now.

Neberun took a seat in his private box, surrounded by viceroys and warriors.

Sean untied the strap around the pegasus that had been holding his wings down. He whinnied and stretched, anxious to take flight. Sean patted his mane soothingly, eyeing the opposition in their cage.

A face on the far side of the cage caught his attention and he jerked up in shock, heart pounding. It was Caliph! He had thick leathery wings protruding from his back and a glowing red collar around his neck. His hair was longer and his features more ragged, but it was definitely him. It didn’t make sense. How could Caliph have travelled back in time? The last thing Sean could remember was Caliph being blasted off the walkway before the time machine activated. If Senetep captured him, that meant he’d be fighting for the overseer, which also meant his dad might be near.

‘Caliph!’ Sean called over the raucous cheering.

It was useless. He could barely hear his own voice and started through the cage.

‘Where you go?’ Sattar squawked, blocking his path.

Sean forced his way past, but Nasir stepped in and grabbed his face. ‘Battle begin… Focus!’

Nasir was right – there was no time to reach Caliph. Sean’s breathing was already fast and erratic, his mind scattered. He needed to focus. He needed to fly.

The cheers reached a deafening crescendo, sounding like the heavens had split apart and every soul that ever lived was screaming down upon them. The keepers retreated from the cage and locked them in. The hybrids snorted and grunted at each other, impatiently jostling for the best starting position.

Sean struggled from being crushed, trying to keep the pegasus calm.

Horns echoed across the arena and the cage dropped open.

The battle had begun. 


— CHAPTER 30 —
BATTLE OF THE HYBRIDS

The sky darkened as flying hybrids all around the stands launched into battle. Sean’s distraction had cost precious seconds. His team was already away, lost in the voracious blur of talons and teeth whipping past. Jumping into the air was like stepping onto a freeway full of speeding cars – the slightest error meant a fatal collision.

He closed his eyes, sensing changes in the air to time his leap.

He felt a gap and launched, slipping into the airstream of another hybrid.

Several blind seconds later, Sean peeked ahead. He was trailing an elegant green serpent with a wide wingspan. It was easy to follow, allowing him the chance to glance around. Harpies, falcon-men, griffins, manticores, and all sorts of creatures flashed past in a mirage of colours and shapes. Frantic eyes met for fleeting seconds, searching for teammates and platforms.

The first wave of weapons caches released.

That was quick! He needed to make a snap decision. Rally their team or catch the first batch? The pegasus whipped beneath him as if answering the question.

It was too early to chase weapons; they needed to unite.

Sean dove with blistering speed for his ride. The pegasus snorted with panic, dodging the chaotic hybrid traffic in sharp, unpredictable turns. Sean closed his eyes, allowing his senses to track the frightened animal. It worked. He landed on his back and guided the pegasus into a smoother flight, steering him high for a bird’s eye view of the arena. Their designated platform pulsed with a yellow ring. It was close. He caught sight of Nasir and Sattar catching a batch of falling weapons, their skill clearly a notch above most teams. Sean steered the pegasus onto the platform. ‘Good work, boy,’ he said, jumping down.

Nasir and Sattar landed, throwing their haul down on the platform. Their phoenix and hippogriff circled overhead, warding away any stray hybrids from an easy weapon grab. Sean felt confident they were in a strong position early in the battle.

‘You ready?’ Nasir screeched, throwing Sean a stave.

‘Ready!’ Sean replied. He powered the stave, gripping it tightly to control his trembling hands, and formed a defensive triangle with Nasir and Sattar around the pegasus.

‘We wait…dropwings…shredders,’ Nasir squawked.

‘Kill quick!’ Sattar added with an abrupt screech.

Sean glanced at the surrounding teams to see that most hybrids were landing on their platforms, with only a few stragglers still zipping about. He noticed Caliph circling the adjacent platform. He was so close – three wing flaps at most and he could ask him about his dad.

It was a dangerous temptation.

A passing serpent-harpy swooped their platform for weapons. Sattar fired a warning shot and the disgruntled harpy flew away with a bloodcurdling wail.

‘No break defence,’ Sattar squawked in frustration.

Sean cursed himself for creating such a hazardous opening. The first round siren sounded and he peered over the edge of their platform to watch the first wave of arena beasts being released. Kraken mantles broke water, creating whitewash around the pool and sending knee-high waves across the arena floor. Each was a rising monolith of incredible power, and more than twice the size of any kraken he’d seen before. The sheer volume of water raining off their mantles made pinpointing Nocao difficult, with most obelisk teams hidden in the mist of seawater enveloping the lower arena.

Vast swarms of dropwings emerged from holding pens in the arena walls. Sean whistled out for the hippogriff and phoenix to join their defensive position on the platform. Seconds later, the first wave of oversized dragonflies dive-bombed them in a torrent of deadly stingers.

Sean blasted one with an explosive, close-range hit.

The mangled creature hit the platform with a heavy thud and rolled over the edge. The pegasus neighed in fright and reared onto its hind legs, attracting even more dropwings. Sean fired multiple shots to scatter the swarm and protect his ride. Nasir and Sattar picked off the dropwings with accuracy, and those that managed to scrape through were shredded mid-flight by their hippogriff.

The dropwings thinned out and Sean stole a glance at Caliph’s platform – whose team had also survived the initial onslaught and were now strengthening their position.

Sean heard a piercing, intensifying buzz. A gust of air blasted his head and he instinctively flinched, narrowly avoiding the paralyzing stinger whistling past his ear.

Sattar jolted him aside and shot the dropwing from behind. It exploded with a spurt of yellow resin, splattering their platform.

‘Concentrate!’ Sattar screeched. ‘Keep eyes open!’

Sean felt sick with guilt – his distraction was endangering the team.

‘Stave empty!’ Nasir squawked, hurling his stave like a javelin at a passing dropwing.

Fresh weapons caches shot from the peaks of the obelisks. Nasir and Sattar dove off to retrieve them, leaving Sean and the rest of the team to defend the platform.

Sean moved to the edge and glanced down. The mists had cleared. Ground teams were dodging the rain of dropwing carcasses while fighting back the krakens. Maimed hybrids were dragged to unimaginable deaths within the nests of broiling kraken tentacles. Teams all around the arena were starting to crumble.

A fast-moving speck deep in the pool caught his attention. The surrounding water was tainted with green blood and the nearest kraken was listing awkwardly against the obelisk. It was Sobek and the hippocampus, successfully severing the kraken’s tentacles.

Sean surged with optimism. His plan was working.

He turned his focus to the obelisk teams. Those not moving fast enough were being devoured by terraminers in violent feeding frenzies. He spotted Nocao and the minotaur climbing onto the first platform, a pair of static terraminers directly below, their legs anchored to the obelisk.

His excitement swelled – the medusa had succeeded.

Nocao fired a volley of well-placed shots, obliterating the terraminer’s legs. The creature broke free and crashed into the pool.

Sean cheered along with the crowd.

Nasir and Sattar returned with new weapons, but appeared overly anxious, darting their heads around with concern as the nearest obelisk was consumed by a growing shadow. A vibration filled the air, reverberating through the platform to drown out the crowd.

‘Shredders!’ Nasir squawked shrilly.

Sean spun around to discover four female shredders circling like colossal warships around the obelisks, their undersides a thriving mass of male shredders. His excitement of winning vanished and he glanced over at Caliph, whose team was now struggling with rogue dropwings and depleted weapons. Their platform was in the shadow of a shredder about to release her swarm. Once free, it would be like flying into a storm of razor blades if he tried to get close. Shredder swarms couldn’t be fought by hand or claw, and without weapons, Caliph’s team would find themselves flying about frantically, trying to avoid the swarm until the next cache.

He needed to speak with Caliph, or at least keep his team alive until he could get over there, even if it meant taking down the shredder himself. ‘Guard the circle,’ he cried. ‘I’ll take out the shredder.’

Nasir and Sattar regarded each other with a nervous twitch. Their black falcon eyes imparted zero expression, but Sean could tell they were dubious about the timing.

‘We good position,’ Nasir squawked. ‘Let other teams struggle.’

‘I’ve got the pegasus – I can do it without getting puffed. Gives you a chance to rest, but I should do it now, before the closest shredder releases her swarm,’ Sean said, trying not to sound too desperate. ‘It could buy us some time later.’

Nasir cocked his head around and examined the shredder.

‘You and Sattar are already tired,’ Sean added. ‘One less female in the first round would help us heaps.’

Nasir nodded. ‘Careful…we hold platform.’

Sean took off on the pegasus and soared high above the arena until his platform became the size of a dinner plate and the female shredders looked small enough to be stomped on. He guided the pegasus down in slow sweeping circles, straining his eyes to find the vulnerable flesh between her neck plates. The bug quickly grew in size beneath him.

Her swarm released towards Caliph’s platform. I’m too late!

‘Damn!’ Sean grunted. There was only time for one shot before she alerted the swarm to attack him.

They came in quickly, almost galloping across her armored shell. Sean dug his legs in tight and took aim. The squidgy pink flesh flashed beneath him and he fired.

Warm resin splattered his legs. The shot was a direct hit.

The mighty bug convulsed upwards and they banked hard to avoid her deadly horn. The creature plummeted into the pool and the swarm of males followed, ravenously devouring their mother as the kraken dragged her carcass underwater in a broiling mass of bubbles.

Sean landed on the platform to the adulation of the crowd.

Nasir and Sattar nodded, squawking their approval.

Sean couldn’t believe he was the first to bring down a female shredder. His maneuver had bought Caliph’s team some breathing space, but getting over there to talk without compromising their own defences was going to prove riskier than bringing down the bug.

*     *     *

In the royal boxes, Ramin and Senetep were fast becoming clear favourites, and the focus of attention. They received gratuities from Emperor Neberun in the form of food and beverages. Ramin lapped up the attention, vigorously devouring the rare delicacies Yeesha and the girls served up.

Unlike the boisterous overseer in the adjacent box, Senetep sat stern and serious, ignoring the offerings as they piled up around him. He focused on his personal holographic coverage of the battle, zooming in to see which hybrid had taken down the first shredder and leant forward, staring in astonishment at the shimmering hologram of Sean Livingstone.

Senetep slowly stood, glaring with contempt at the human slaves pampering his neighbour. Ramin sensed the overseer’s stabbing gaze and swallowed with a quiet gulp.

‘That human boy on your team – his name is Sean Livingstone.’

‘What of it?’ Ramin replied, trying not to look surprised.

‘His father fights for my ground team. If they find each other, it may jeopardise our positions.’

Ramin placed a meat delicacy on his tongue, chewing slowly to draw out his reply. ‘They’re unlikely to cross paths – I see no threat.’

‘In case they do, it would be wise to sacrifice one for the sake of both our teams.’

‘Are you offering?’ Ramin asked.

Senetep grunted through gritted teeth and moved back to his seat.

Ramin gazed warily at his holographic displays, keeping one eye on his agitated and dangerously unpredictable neighbour.

*     *     *

Sean watched Caliph anxiously, trying to figure out how to get close enough to speak. The second siren sounded, ending the first wave of arena beasts. Less than half the teams remaining had enough members to win, and there were still two waves to come.

A desperate scream sounded from the adjacent platform.

Sean glanced over just in time to see Caliph duck awkwardly under a dive-bombing dropwing – his timing a fraction too late. The stinger ripped through his wing and Caliph rolled off the platform to hang precariously from the edge, his own team oblivious to the danger.

The dropwing spun around and hovered, lining up another attack.

Sean watched helplessly. If he didn’t act now, Caliph was dead.

Crack! A new cache of weapons fired from the obelisk peaks, giving him just the excuse he needed to fly over there. Before Nasir and Sattar could protest, he jumped on the pegasus and swooped in behind his old foe, catching a weapon on the way.

He blasted the incoming dropwing and pulled up. ‘Caliph!’

Caliph peered over his shoulder and almost let go in surprise. ‘Sean…Livingstone?’

Sean jumped onto the platform, offering his stave. ‘Here, grab onto this!’

Caliph grabbed the weapon and hauled himself up, taking in Sean’s new hybrid appearance. The fierce-looking falcon-man leader from Caliph’s team confronted them, screeching angrily, weapon drawn.

‘Stop! I came to help,’ Sean cried. ‘Look, he was about to fall.’

‘Krasun, it’s true!’ Caliph pleaded, standing straighter. ‘He saved me.’

Krasun acknowledged the tattered wing hanging from Caliph’s back, but it didn’t seem to make a difference as he raised his stave at Sean’s head. Nasir dropped in between them, pointing his stave at Krasun. The infuriated leader didn’t even ruffle a neck feather and kept his aim locked on Sean. ‘Get off platform…before I kill…both,’ he crowed.

‘Have you seen my dad?’ Sean asked Caliph, backing up to the pegasus.

‘He’s here, fighting on the arena floor.’

‘Get back to platform,’ Nasir ordered, nudging Sean to retreat. ‘We fight against them…not with them.’

‘What is he? What kind of hybrid?’ Sean called, glancing eagerly into the arena.

‘A centaur! He’s been looking for you.’

Sean’s world stopped. The noise of the arena faded into a distant echo. He wanted to ask Caliph a million questions about his dad. Most hybrids below were covered in kraken blood, making them almost indistinguishable from one another. He could feel his emotions getting the better of him. He just wanted to fly down there and find his dad.

The dark cloud of a shredder swarm descended upon them, their distinctive buzz wrenching him back into the moment.

‘Get back platform…now!’ Nasir screeched in his ear. ‘Before I shoot you…myself.’

Sean waved to Caliph and leapt onto the pegasus. Nasir launched after him just as the shredders engulfed Caliph’s platform. Krasun ignored the bugs slicing his arms and marched after them, weapon locked to shoot.

Crack!

Sean heard a desperate screech and spun around to see Nasir’s left wing obliterated in an explosion of feathers. His falcon-man teammate plummeted out of control towards the arena floor, shrieking for help. Sean steered the pegasus after him, cursing himself for allowing his own selfish needs to get the better of him.

Now they were in real trouble. Without Nasir, they had no hope of winning the crown.


— CHAPTER 31 —
THE FINAL ROUND

Nasir spiraled helplessly towards the hard stone floor. Sean pushed the pegasus into a vertical dive after him. This was all his fault, but he was determined to make up for his mistake. The wind blasted his face and roared in his ears. Everything became a fast-moving blur except for his mangled teammate.

Nasir shrieked in terror, imploring him to fly faster.

Less than one hundred metres from the arena floor, Sean launched ahead of the pegasus and grappled Nasir. He opened his wings to slow their descent and the sudden wind shear almost ripped them from his spine. Braving the pain, he flapped as hard as he could, but they were still falling at a bone-shattering speed.

Sean scrunched his eyes shut, the agony of breaking his ankle still fresh in his mind.

He ground his teeth in anticipation, knowing this time it would be far worse.

A familiar squawk made him open his eyes.

Sattar had caught up and taken hold of Nasir’s other arm to level them out. The three of them were now flying as one, hovering ten or so metres above the arena floor. Severed kraken tentacles littered the expanse in puddles of green blood. Dead hybrids and dropwing carcasses were being dragged into the pool by the heavily injured krakens.

Sean felt a moment of relief, then his heart sank. Now here, he couldn’t help thinking of his dad, who could be anywhere in the kilometres of battleground. Even if he was still alive, the chance of finding him was nearly impossible. Sean’s team had suffered enough and he couldn’t waste any more time. ‘I’m sorry,’ he began, ‘I shouldn’t have –’

‘Get back platform…before next siren,’ Nasir squawked.

Sean and Sattar worked hard, taking the three of them as high and as quickly as their wings would take them. There were still hundreds of metres to climb and now they faced a new problem – the pegasus had aggravated a fresh wave of dropwings between them and the platform.

Sattar handed Nasir his stave and the pegasus swooped towards them, bringing the buzzing trail of disaster. The giant dragonflies soared past, each one close enough to touch.

‘Turn!’ Nasir ordered.

They spun around as one. Crack!

Nasir shot the dropwings into exploding, fleshy chunks. Blast after deafening blast, they spun to counter the attacks, yet even with turning their falcon heads 180 degrees, Nasir and Sattar were struggling to keep up with the assault.

The relentless spinning made Sean woozy and he clenched his teeth, fighting to keep himself from throwing up.

‘Behind us!’ Nasir screeched.

Too late…a dropwing impaled Sattar’s wing, puncturing clean through the flesh beneath his feathers. His piercing, agonised shriek hurt Sean’s ears.

Nasir obliterated the creature with a single shot, but the damage was done. The poison was fast-acting. In less than a minute, Sattar’s wing would be useless for the rest of the battle. Nasir picked up the slack with his good wing, but Sean was already tiring, with most of the effort being put back on him. Even if they made it to the platform, he faced the daunting task of retrieving the weapons caches alone. Their chances of winning had plummeted.

With his hope fading, so too did his energy.

A flash of red swooshed past them straight up towards their platform.

Nasir almost shot the creature, then realised it was the dragon-serpent from Nocao’s obelisk team. It flew around them in defensive circles, spitting sticky resin at the dropwings. Nasir fired on the resin-covered dropwings and they ignited, clearing a blazing path to their platform.

Sean glimpsed Nocao directing the dragon from the obelisk with a series of whistles. It was just the break they needed.

The thunderous cheer of the crowd spurred him to fly harder.

They finally made it to the platform and clambered aboard. Sean doubled over in exhaustion with a stitch that felt like a knife was stuck between his ribs. A frantic neigh cut across the platform and the pegasus whooshed past, still chased by the incessant dropwings.

Sean staggered to the edge, his chest burning with exhaustion.

There was no time to shoot or fend off attacks. He needed the pegasus to position himself before the next weapons release; otherwise he’d never catch one. Without weapons, they were tasty pickings for the last rounds of shredders and dropwings.

With one deep breath, he dove after the pegasus, spiraling with blistering speed to overtake the dropwings.

Reaching out, his fingers almost reached the pegasus’ black mane before it turned abruptly, cutting in front of him. Sean caught the powerful, rock-solid wing with a jolt that felt like it tore his arm from its socket and hauled himself on with a grimace. They soon lost the trailing dropwings with a little help from their phoenix, but there was no time to rest.

Crack! Another round of weapons caches shot from the obelisks. Sean looked around in panic, realising just how insufficient his eyesight was compared to his falcon-men teammates. Locating falling weapons might be easy for them…but not for him.

He dipped lower to give himself more time, scanning the kilometres of open air.

This wasn’t going to work. He could hardly see anything so small over such distances.

Nocao’s dragon-serpent shot past him, spitting a volley of resin into the shadow of an obelisk. Sean saw a flash from the corner of his eye as Nocao fired on the resin, creating a flare that highlighted the falling weapons.

Sean kicked the pegasus with a cheer and they covered the distance in seconds.

Once in range, he launched ahead of the pegasus, speeding towards the conflagration alone, eyes closed…hands outstretched. He could feel the heat of the flames ahead, the subtle shifts in air around them. His wings adjusted course to match. The weeks of training paid off. He caught his first weapon of the day, then a second…a third…and miraculously, a fourth.

The thrilled crowd roared in approval.

Sean opened his eyes, ecstatic and surprised with his haul. The pegasus glided beneath with a friendly neigh and he landed on his back, brimming with the hope he’d saved them from defeat.

An unusual high-pitched whistle pierced the cheers.

Sean sensed a change in the air above and looked up, gasping at his own carelessness. He was about to fail Nasir’s first rule of retrieving weapons – don’t get hit by the empty cache.

He tried to pull away, but the torpedo-sized hull crashed into them.

The impact sent them careening downwards in a daze. Sean felt the weapons slip from under his arms. A wall of stone consumed his field of vision.

He was going to crash headfirst into the arena floor.

The clatter of hooves on stone filled his ears, and before he knew what was happening, he was being catapulted through the air. His wings snapped open and he grazed to a painful stop on the arena floor. The pegasus rolled to the edge of the pool in the shadow of a kraken, neighing frantically and struggling to stand on his mashed-up legs.

Sean picked himself up to discover he’d crash-landed between the team circles and the pool – right in the danger zone. Three glistening green figures charged at him from the carnage and he stumbled back over the squishy severed tentacles. As they drew closer, he realised it was Guntar, covered in kraken blood, accompanied by Giga and the minotaur from their ground team. The minotaur threw down the four staves Sean just dropped and Giga raced on to get the pegasus airborne.

‘You need to get back to your platform before the final siren,’ Guntar said, helping him to his feet.

‘I know,’ Sean started. ‘I’m sorry for –’

‘Stop! We don’t have time to –’ Guntar stopped speaking all of a sudden and whipped his stave over Sean’s head.

‘Sean…is that you?’ said a familiar voice.

At first, Sean thought he imagined the voice. It sounded like his dad. His heart skipped a beat. He turned to face the intimidating, almost-three-metre-tall hybrid silhouetted against the sunlight. He scanned the muscular horse legs and torso, peering anxiously up at the dark outline of a man. The centaur stepped forward, revealing his bristled, unshaven face. It was his dad. He looked older and scruffier, but his warm, reassuring smile hadn’t changed one bit.

They stared in silence, taking in each other’s physical transformation.

‘Are you all right?’ Henry finally said.

Sean managed a nod, still trying to accept his dad as a centaur. Guntar advanced on Henry. ‘Don’t shoot!’ Sean said, pushing the stave aside. ‘He’s my dad!’

Henry watched the imposing Isharkute obey his son’s command with an incredulous look plastered across his face. ‘What’s going on here, Sean? The Isharkute let you do that? They listen to you!’

‘Yeah, they’re my friends.’

‘Friends!’ Henry said, shaking his head. ‘I don’t believe it. How’d you –’

‘I want to tell you everything, but we don’t have time. I’ve found a way to help the slaves. We just need to win the crown.’

‘Do what you have to. No matter what happens, I’m proud of –’ The hum of an igniting stave silenced the next word about to leave his mouth.

Sean recognised the scarred, enraged expression glaring over his father’s shoulder – a face that enveloped him with a cold, undeniable fear, like a bucket of ice water being tipped over his body.

‘Get back to our circle, meat,’ Ranatar grunted, his stave aimed at Henry’s back.

Sean shot his dad a concerned look, wondering if their fleeting exchange at the end of a stave was to be their only reunion. Henry raised his hands and trotted away, throwing Sean a wink that said, win the arena!

Ranatar remained transfixed on Sean, well aware he was in Guntar’s sights.

Sean sensed the intense hatred emanating from the alien, as though every fibre of revenge was being channeled down the length of Ranatar’s stave. His ragged, beaten appearance was a shadow of his former self, and Sean had the unshakable feeling that his fall from Commander to arena fighter was because of him.

‘Shoot the boy and you die!’ Guntar warned.

Ranatar tightened his trigger finger, a glint of snide satisfaction in his eyes.

Sean stopped breathing. The alien looked content to die, just to exact his revenge. He saw a flash and closed his eyes, expecting to be obliterated on the spot.

Crack! A rush of hot air and gravel stung the side of his face.

He opened his eyes to see a small crater of smoking stone beside him and Caliph and Ranatar tumbling across the arena floor. Caliph had saved his life! The two entangled figures rolled to a stop by the pool’s edge and were quickly engulfed in tentacles.

‘Save your son!’ Caliph screamed across the arena to Henry.

Henry galloped over just as Caliph was wrenched into the depths.

Ranatar screamed in anger, blasting maniacally at the tentacles squirming around his legs. They ripped the stave from his hand and yanked him into the water. ‘Cut them!’ he cried, grasping for the edge.

Henry stood his ground, doing nothing.

‘Throw me your polearm!’ Ranatar said, reaching out.

‘Where I come from, your kind no longer exist. This is where the human race takes over.’

‘Senetep will torture every last human on this planet because of you –’ The tentacles smothered his mouth, muffling his final words. His terrified scream was little more than a gurgle of bubbles that disappeared into the kraken’s snapping beak.

Henry sighed heavily and found Sean standing beside him with the pegasus, ready to go.

‘What are you gonna do?’ Sean asked. ‘He was right. Senetep will kill you for –’

‘Don’t worry about me. Keep doing what you’re doing and get back to your circle.’

‘If we win, I can save you after the arena.’

A new siren signaled the beginning of the final round.

‘I believe you, but time’s running out. Go!’

‘Promise me you’ll stay alive,’ Sean said, mounting the pegasus. His dad didn’t reply, but there was something in his eyes that didn’t need to be expressed with words. It was a look of pride – one that filled him with the drive to succeed.

Sean smiled and launched off, hopeful they would reunite after the arena.

*     *     *

Senetep jumped up from his seat and aimed his stave at Ramin. ‘I told you we needed to kill one of them.’

Ramin gulped down his treat and looked up, eyes bulging.

The Emperor’s guards stormed Senetep’s box, weapons drawn. The overseer stood defiantly for a long moment, then backed down, glaring at Ramin the entire time. The guards confiscated his stave and stood watch, ensuring nothing would happen in the presence of the Emperor.

*     *     *

Sean reached the platform and threw the staves to Nasir and Sattar. The pegasus slumped onto its knees and whinnied in pain, his black coat now a gleaming mixture of sweat and blood. The rest of his team looked just as rough, as though they’d barely survived in his absence.

The roar of crashing waves echoed off the arena walls. Sean looked down to find a circular stone monolith emerging from the centre of the pool, creating a ring of waves that crashed around the krakens and swamped the arena floor.

The rising stone opened to release its deadly inhabitant.

‘No way!’ Sean gasped.

It was the largest shredder yet, at least twice the size of the others. He’d never taken down a shredder without the pegasus and it looked like Emperor Neberun had saved the best for last. A shimmer of light caught his eye. ‘What’s that?’ he said, pointing to the translucent blue aura developing over the arena.

‘Force field…keep them in,’ Sattar screeched.

‘Queen shredder,’ Nasir squawked. ‘Her males fully grown…take down before swarm.’

Sean took a deep breath, gathered his courage, and darted skyward. He tried not to think about his failures in training – it only took one carefully placed shot between her neck plates. He’d already done it once today and could do it again, as long as he was in the right position. He flew to the uppermost vantage point beneath the force field, hovering directly above the queen. A dark cloud of male shredders spilled out from beneath her sprawling black shell, swarming towards the platforms and obelisks.

He aimed at her neck, hoping for a lucky shot.

The howling updrafts from her wings buffeted him into the force field that punched him back with an electrified jolt. The weapon slipped from his hand and he fell, half-dazed. After a few seconds, he gathered his wits and dove after the stave, hurtling directly towards the queen. He grasped the weapon, now close enough to see the pink flesh between her neck plates. It was an easy shot, but he was coming in so quickly it would be impossible to pull away in time.

The queen sensed his presence and rammed her head upwards. Sean banked hard to avoid her horn and it bounced off the force field with a loud crackle. She jerked and shuddered, then hovered in a dazed state for a few seconds.

That’s it! Sean thought, brimming with excitement. He fired at her head, deliberately baiting her into the force field again.

She froze again and he zipped around, firing at the barely visible crack between her armor. The shots ricocheted away and half the swarm responded to her whistle, diverting after him. Each male shredder was the size of a football with serrated, razor-sharp wings.

He shot straight up to avoid their assault – right into the force field.

Zap! There was a sudden burst of stars in front of his eyes…then black.

When he came to, he found himself lying on the hard shell of the queen’s back, his head throbbing terribly. His stave was rolling about a couple of metres ahead. Stunned male shredders were dropping onto the shell all around him and bouncing away.

He forced himself to his feet, but it was like trying to stand on a boat in a storm. Everything was swaying with a nausea-inducing motion. Then he saw it, just a few paces ahead – the delicate flesh that meant the difference between victory and defeat.

He stumbled forward, picked up the stave, and raced headlong towards her neck. It was impossible to keep running in a straight line, so he half-flew, skimming across her shell. He rammed the crystal end of the stave between her neck plates and launched over her head, teasing her to strike.

The queen took the bait and struck, crushing the stave and shattering the crystal. Her head exploded in a spray of yellow resin and she plummeted into the pool, knocking aside the krakens as she fell. The male shredders immediately converged on the queen and devoured her sinking remains.

The final siren sounded.

Sean landed on his platform just as it pulsed with a yellow ring of light, signifying their victory. Nasir and Sattar punched the air with their staves, their piercing falcon cries joining the resounding chorus of applause. They had won.

Sean dropped to his knees, delirious with exhaustion and the thrill of victory. 


— CHAPTER 32 —
RIGHT OF SELECTION

The Isharkute spectators quickly emptied from the stands now that the battle was won. Those not immediately evacuating to the motherships would attend the victor ceremony in the palace, where Emperor Neberun would present Ramin with the crown.

Sean joined Nocao’s and Guntar’s teams on the arena floor, all of whom were already busy congratulating one another and sharing victory stories. He tried to show the same enthusiasm, but couldn’t stop thinking about his dad, continuously glancing across to the defeated teams leaving the arena, hoping to catch sight of him. Senetep’s inevitable revenge would be swift and brutal. It could come at any moment, and Sean found himself checking nervously over his shoulder the entire time.

Ramin joined them as the royal transport landed to take them to the palace. The overseer was in fine, exuberant form, boisterously congratulating every hybrid as they filed inside. During the short flight, royal medics applied regenerative salves to hybrids with severe-enough wounds. It was important they keep their battle-scarred look for the ceremony – without bleeding all over the nobility.

Sean’s injuries were superficial and the medics quickly passed him by. He peered out the window to watch the defeated teams walking the concourse to the palace and glimpsed the unmistakable form of his dad trotting behind Senetep. Even though his dad was alive, he was filled with dread, knowing the overseer was sure to be plotting his retribution with every humiliating step.

Ramin tapped him on the shoulder, making him jump. ‘Nesuk just sent confirmation that he’s infiltrated Senetep’s capital and has begun work on the device. He’s also monitoring the tectonic plates. Some of the fault lines are starting to collapse.’

‘What about the super volcano?’ Sean asked.

‘It could erupt at any moment.’

‘I hope it holds off until we get the crown.’

‘I’ll hold the plates together myself if I have to!’ Ramin said.

‘You said if we won, I could choose a hybrid from an opponent’s team –’

‘I?’ Ramin said in mock offence.

‘I mean we…we could choose.’

‘Yes, yes. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than denying Senetep the chance to dismember your father. I would consider it an added delight to victory.’

Sean’s spirits leapt for a brief moment. Everything was going to plan, but he couldn’t shake the feeling something bad was about to happen. Saving his dad would only humiliate Senetep further, and the ceremony was the perfect opportunity for him to strike back.

They circled the concourse for show and landed on the front steps of the palace in front of a waiting crowd. Sean noticed they were no longer among the commoners of Isharkute society. Team leaders mingled with royal Viceroys, Overseers, and nobility. Compared to the raucous arena crowds, there was a subdued, more civilised atmosphere to this audience. Light chatter and curious whispers carried across the collection of pale inquisitive faces as they moved into the palace. Nocao and Guntar walked alongside him, with their respective teams filing behind them in three lines.

A squad of royal guards escorted them through the main gallery with haste. Sean suspected they were speeding things along because of the increasing seismic activity, but probably had no idea how close they were to the epicenter. If they did, he was sure the ceremony wouldn’t be taking place.

The guards lined them up before the steps to the throne and stepped aside.

Ramin relished the attention, nonchalantly holding onto the lapels of his robe, chin high, glowing with pride. His entourage of scientists and advisors joined them from the wings of the gallery. Sean noticed the cloaked figure standing amongst them. It was Khalil, his identity wisely concealed beneath a large hood.

Sean sensed a penetrating gaze from the crowd and his heart skipped a beat. Standing directly to his left was Senetep, shadowed by Commanders Nefaro and Vogran – all three of them staring at him intently.

Royal courtiers filed out from the chambers and milled around the throne as the guards assembled on the steps and snapped to attention.

The chatter hushed.

Emperor Neberun arrived to complete silence. His billowing robes hung loosely from his spindly, gaunt frame. Elaborate tattoos decorated his elongated head and his skin appeared overly taut and fragile. Neberun’s cold grey-blue eyes surveyed the line of hybrids as he made his way gracefully down the steps.

Sean looked down to avoid his intimidating stare, heart pounding in his ears. From the corner of his eye, he watched Ramin bow and accept a set of gold victory beads.

‘Overseer Ramin, your team fought valiantly,’ Neberun said. ‘An eclectic, somewhat unprecedented selection, but effective nonetheless. As victor, you have the Right of Selection. You may choose one member from an opponent’s team. Have you chosen?’

‘The human-horse hybrid from Senetep’s team,’ Ramin announced.

Emperor Neberun nodded and moved to congratulate the team leaders.

Sean resisted the urge to look at Senetep, who was bound to be fuming. He kept his eyes ahead as Neberun measured him with a look of concern. ‘You’re different from the other humans in the arena. What are your origins?’

Sean faced the Emperor, feeling compelled to speak the truth. Nocao had previously lied to Viceroy Simnar about his origins, but now that the crown was within their grasp, it made sense to be honest instead of caught in a lie. ‘As you know, like every other human, I was created by your ancestors… But I’m from ten thousand years in the future.’

The crowd stirred. Frantic whispers and murmurs of surprise filled the air.

‘Your people have time travel technology?’ Neberun asked with a look of incredulity.

‘No,’ Sean said dubiously, still fighting not to look at Senetep. Everything he was about to admit would incriminate the overseer, only infuriating him further.

‘Then how?’ Neberun demanded.

‘The time machine in Overseer Senetep’s capital.’

Neberun flashed a displeased eye towards Senetep.

‘I’ve already travelled back in time, which means we can’t change what’s happened… But it had to happen so we can help each other.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Neberun asked, sliding his cold gaze back to Sean.

‘Over time, humans evolve with a third DNA strand – a strand that can cure your sickness. I have it.’

‘If this is true, then we must take you for dissection and examination.’

‘There are no more viable cells in the boy,’ Ramin said, cutting in. ‘Nocao exhausted them to create a working cure.’

‘Is there proof of this cure?’ Neberun asked impatiently, turning his attention to Nocao.

Nocao nodded and motioned the cloaked figure to step forward and reveal his identity.

‘As you know, my son Khalil was in the final stages of cellular degradation,’ Ramin said. Khalil pulled back his hood. ‘He stands before you, completely cured.’

A collective gasp arose from the audience.

Neberun circled Khalil, eyeing him suspiciously. ‘Why use the only cure on Khalil?’

‘He was our test subject… We weren’t sure it would work,’ Nocao said.

‘Can you replicate the cure?’

‘No, it can’t be synthesised. It must evolve within human hosts.’

‘Good! There are enough humans on this planet to cure our species.’

‘That’s true, but it will take ten thousand years of manipulation before their DNA is ready. There’s no way of speeding up the process.’

‘We’ll be extinct by then!’ Neberun snapped.

‘There were other humans from the future, but two of them are dead and the other one’s DNA was polluted during a hybrid procedure.’ Nocao held out a crystal data card. ‘All the research to develop the cure can be found here. We need to enter a cryogenic sleep for the next ten thousand years. Every five hundred years, a team of scientists will need to return and cultivate the human DNA. This is my father Horumbut’s legacy – we owe this cure to him.’

Neberun took the card. ‘If this is true, we will be in great debt to your father. Why did he not deliver this information himself?’

‘He was murdered.’

‘By whom?’ Neberun shot back.

Nocao turned to Senetep with a look of gratification. ‘Overseer Senetep!’

The guards immediately stormed the steps, scattering the unsuspecting crowd to surround Senetep in a defensive circle. A stave slid across the floor from an unseen ally, coming to a stop at Senetep’s feet. He snatched it up and aimed at Sean.

Everything happened so quick it caught Sean off-guard. He stood, paralysed with fear, wishing he could fly away – except his feet were like stone blocks anchoring him to the gallery floor.

‘Disarm yourself!’ Neberun commanded.

‘Humans spread sedition and weaken the resolve of our people,’ Senetep cried out to the audience, ignoring the twelve crackling staves aimed at him. ‘We’ve survived for millennia, travelled the galaxy, conquered new worlds…and this human asks to work with us. Such a union would be the beginning of the end for our Empire, an Empire already diluted with the human stock bred for one purpose – to serve us. This meat wants to be treated as an equal – I say we kill him where he stands. I’ve seen the future. These humans spread like an affliction across this world, doing far more damage than the coming volcanic activity.’

Neberun appeared mildly intrigued. ‘What proof do you have?’

Senetep nodded into the audience. Commander Nefaro projected a series of holographic photographs of future Earth into the gallery, flicking through the major global cities and achievements of the human race.

Sean gave Nocao a nervous glance. Senetep must have scanned their vessel when they were first captured and copied the data from his laptop. Now he had a virtual encyclopedia of the future. Every photo and video from his hard drive was now being used against him.

‘It’s true. Humans progress and multiply, just like an infection – if you let it fester,’ Senetep said. ‘The cost of their living on this world is high.’

The images showcased brutal depictions of war. Third-world poverty. Oil spills. Deforestation. And finally, the atomic bomb.

Jeers and agitated chatter sounded from sections of the audience.

Neberun stepped through the ring of guards. ‘Drop your weapon, Senetep, or I will destroy you. Your name will be erased from Isharkute history.’

Senetep threw his stave to the floor and glanced at Sean with a satisfied smirk as the guards arrested him.

Sean eyed the surrounding audience, anxious to see their reactions. Senetep’s outburst was a blatant attempt to plant the seeds for rebellion in the minds of those who shared his anti-human view.

‘You served the Empire well over the years, Senetep,’ Neberun said, ‘but you will answer for your crimes today.’

Sean noticed Senetep nod subtly to his commanders as the guards led him away, as if this were part of some greater plan. He was overcome with the feeling they would meet again.

 ‘It appears the human race will endure and multiply,’ Neberun said, turning his attention back to Sean. ‘Tell me, how many of you are there?’

‘About seven billion.’

Neberun frowned. ‘Considering the images, the future of your race needs careful consideration. You’re a dangerous species to be left on your own.’

Sean was now on the defensive, and it was no easy case. The images had painted a bleak forecast for humanity. ‘Winning the arena proves both our species are capable of great things…if we work together. With your technology, our race can improve the way we live in this world. If you interfere with our evolution, it’ll change the future…and endanger your own survival.’

Neberun rubbed his beard in consternation. ‘My scientists will examine Nocao’s plan. If they agree it to be the best course of action, then, in ten thousand years, we will wake from our cryogenic slumber and return to harvest our cure before you exterminate yourselves.’

‘Harvest?’ Sean asked with alarm.

‘Yes. The humans from your time will sacrifice themselves for the survival of the Isharkute Empire. You will not be completely exterminated, but those left over will serve our Empire in ways which are yet to be decided.’

‘You can’t just kill us to save yourselves. We can live together, help each other –’

‘If it wasn’t for our intervention, you’d still be swinging from trees. You owe your very existence to us.’

‘And now you owe your existence to us,’ Sean argued respectfully. ‘We’re in this together.’

Neberun paused for a long moment before speaking again. ‘We have many years to ponder the question and shall decide before our return how to deal with this issue.’

Sean nodded, resolved to the fact it was the best outcome he could establish for now.

There was an increased level of chatter as Ramin joined the Emperor at the top of the stairs. A Viceroy entered the gallery carrying a gold cylindrical canister intricately encrusted with exquisite blue jewels. He placed it on a pedestal and carefully removed the casing to display a stunning, luminescent crown that bathed the gallery in blue light.

Sean stared in wonder at the mesmerising waves of energy rippling over its elegant pearlescent form, elongated to fit an Isharkute head and shaped in the exact same style as the crowns of the Egyptian Pharaohs. It was the most beautiful object he’d ever seen – and a prize certainly worthy of the Great Arena.

Ramin bowed as Neberun approached, holding the crown high for all to see. ‘Forged in the heart of a dying star, this crown will provide the owner with the life force of the universe.’

Neberun lowered the crown onto Ramin’s head and the overseer turned to face the gallery, arms raised ceremoniously, the ethereal energy washing over his pale skin with an unearthly green tinge.

The crowd exploded with applause.

Sean was struck by how much the glowing bluish-green figure looked like Osiris, the Egyptian god of the dead. Maybe this was the moment of inception for the ancient Egyptian religions. He recalled William’s comment…all myths begin somewhere, from some shred of truth.

In that moment, it all made sense – aliens from the Belt of Orion, responsible for the creation of human evolution on Earth. The Egyptian attraction with the celestial heavens was rooted in a truth that stretched light years across the cold void of space.

The Isharkute were humanity’s link to the universe, and ultimately, a greater knowledge.

Sean felt torn between worlds. Should he stay in the past or return to the future? The people in his time needed to understand the forgotten truth about their Isharkute ancestors, and prepare for their return.

He alone had the knowledge to save the world from falling into chaos. 


— CHAPTER 33 —
EXODUS

Vapor trails from escaping vessels snaked through the afternoon sky like kraken tentacles. The Isharkute were now evacuating on a global scale.

A squad of royal guards accompanied Sean, Ramin, and Nocao onto the concourse, safeguarding them and the crown until they departed. The Great Arena loomed in shadow, now deathly silent. A sense of rising urgency filled the air as Isharkute rushed to evacuation points and hybrids were rounded up into transports or left to fend for themselves.

Sean peered down the length of the concourse. The crowd of hybrids thinned and he caught sight of his dad surrounded by a squad of royal guards.

He flew ahead and landed in front of his dad, heart pounding, nervously out of breath. For Sean, the small gap between them now felt like a canyon. In the months apart, they’d lived lifetimes, and their new bodies bore the scars of those ordeals.

In some ways, his dad looked the same with his tanned, slightly wrinkled face and grey-flecked wavy brown hair. But now he stood tall, almost twice his original height, and his black horsehair accentuated his sturdy equine body and legs.

‘Don’t worry. I’m still me,’ Henry said.

The warm glint in his eyes left no doubt in Sean’s mind – Henry Livingstone was still his dad. ‘I know. Me too.’

Henry knelt and they embraced. Sean slumped into his dad’s arms with barely the energy to hold himself up. Everything he’d been through seemed to catch up with him in that moment, and he just wanted to stay protected in his father’s arms.

‘Where’s William?’ Henry asked.

‘He died – saving me,’ Sean said solemnly.

Henry straightened and nodded. ‘I wouldn’t have expected anything less.’ He placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. ‘Just think – he’s still in the future somewhere, tinkering with one of his gadgets.’

Sean smiled at the comforting thought.

The royal guards cleared a path for Ramin and Nocao through the crowd. Henry reared cautiously. ‘It’s okay, Dad, these are my friends. This is Nocao –’

Nocao offered his hand in greeting. Henry recoiled, then tentatively returned the gesture.

‘This human preoccupation with physical contact is catching fast,’ Ramin said in jest.

Sean grinned. ‘Dad, this is Overseer Ramin. He took us in when we were in trouble – saved us from Senetep and Ranatar. We wouldn’t be here without him.’

‘Thanks for looking out for my son,’ Henry said.

‘Sean does a fine job of looking after himself,’ Ramin said. ‘It was his unique hybrid selections that helped us win.’

Henry placed a hand on Sean’s shoulder. ‘Sean, you’ve done exceedingly well. Better than I could have hoped for. You’ve garnered the Isharkute’s respect and bridged the gap between our cultures – something I’ve failed to accomplish myself. Looks like you have a lot to teach me.’

‘You don’t have to worry about Senetep coming after us, either,’ Sean said. ‘The Emperor arrested him.’

‘Unbelievable,’ Henry said, noticing the golden canister in the arms of the guard. ‘You not only won the crown, but you said you found a way to help the people in this time.’

‘Yeah. We can use the crown to open a wormhole back to the future.’

‘You can go home!’ Henry said hopefully.

‘I can, but I’m not… I’m staying behind to look after the human tribes.’

‘You’re not the boy I left on the causeway a few weeks ago,’ Henry said warmly. ‘You’ve grown into a man, taken control of your destiny, and sacrificed yourself for others – traits a father could only wish of his son.’

Sean felt closer to his dad than ever before. It was an all-embracing warmth that had been absent since his mum died. Over the years, they had rarely expressed their feelings for each other, but the last few weeks had taught him that life was precious. Now was the time to tell him he loved him and that he was proud to be called his son.

A violent tremor rocked the city just as the words were about to leave his mouth.

The abandoned hybrids crowding the concourse scattered in fright and the guards raced off.

Nocao examined his data crystal with a grave expression. ‘The eruption’s beginning.’

Ramin waved in his transport to hover over the concourse. Guntar hung out the lowering gangway and beckoned them to jump inside. Ramin scrambled aboard first, tripping awkwardly over his robes.

‘Is there room on your transport for five more?’ Henry called.

Ramin cast a worried look at the frantic crowds on the concourse. It was quickly descending into chaos. Many of the hybrids left to die were fighting their Isharkute masters to get on the transports. ‘Five, that’s it!’ he called back.

Henry waved Khearu, Pamose, Kryos, and Hesalbar through the crowds to jump aboard.

Sean fought to stay close to his dad amidst the commotion.

Another tremor hit, cracking and lifting the concourse stone like honeycomb. The turmoil was so abrupt and overwhelming, Sean didn’t know whether to jump aboard, wait for his dad, or stay near the crown. Nocao leapt inside the transport just as the stone dropped away, spewing forth steam and deadly gases from the growing chasm of lava.

Sean was now caught on the collapsing concourse with his dad and the royal guards protecting the crown. Henry reared on his hind legs as the stone around his hooves crumbled away. Crunch! Another massive chunk of concourse caved in and the guard holding the crown leapt across the fractured stone, trying to keep his footing as most of his squad tumbled to their deaths in the searing pit.

‘Throw me the crown!’ Ramin cried.

The guard raced across the smoking surface and leapt towards the transport, which was now hovering over a river of churning lava. He landed steadily on the gangway, crown planted firmly in his grip.

Ramin leant out the door, arms outstretched towards him. ‘Throw it now.’

A geyser of steam jolted the transport and the guard toppled into the chasm, still clutching the crown.

‘No!’ Sean screamed.

The crown was gone. Destroyed in the glowing bowels of the Earth.

The guard inexplicably reappeared, thrust skyward on a chunk of paving. Henry galloped towards him and launched over the broiling lava, using the momentum to catch the guard and propel them onto the gangway. The guard dropped the canister and it rolled off the edge.

Not again! Sean thought, diving after the crown. The acidic vapors stung his eyes and he squinted painfully, flying straight towards the lava. The fumes scorched his throat and burnt his wings. He closed his eyes, reaching out. The searing air was impossible to read. Gusts of steam shot him from every direction. Just as it became unbearable, he clutched the super-hot canister and flew upward. The casing sizzled against his palms, but he gritted his teeth and pushed on, landing blindly on the gangway.

Nocao pulled him to safety and they took off.

The ledge they were standing on moments before opened like a great mouth, devouring the entire concourse within the depths of the Earth.

Sean stumbled, straining to see through his red-raw eyes. His hands felt like they were on fire, but worse, he felt alone – like a prisoner within his own injured body. A cool soothing hand touched his face and his vision cleared to find Yeesha, her sweet face smiling with relief.

She immediately applied her life-giving salves to his burns.

He’d never been so happy to see her…to feel her healing touch.

Isharkute, human, and hybrid alike stared at the unbridled destruction outside. Escape vessels in the process of taking off were crushed by the collapsing city. Frantic stragglers trapped on foot disappeared in the sinkholes and abysses rapidly swallowing the last pockets of solid ground. The Great Arena’s obelisks toppled in dream-like slow motion into one another like collapsing skyscrapers. The pool was now a giant vat of boiling water and the cooked krakens floated on its surface, white and bloated. Half the arena stadium collapsed and blanketed the city in a thick cloud of dust. The palace columns toppled into the chasm, causing the entire palace to collapse in on itself.

In every direction, structures crumbled, stone by stone.

Henry moved next to Sean. ‘Is this Atlantis?’

Sean was speechless, mesmerised by the devastation.

On the far side of the city, an immense geyser of steam ejected from the ocean, creating a tsunami of superheated seawater. Sean knew that deep below the ocean, the edge of the tectonic plate was collapsing, forcing the molten magma to react with the cooler seawater. It was manifesting in a display of deadly beauty. The separating plate cleaved the capital straight through the middle, tearing a bottomless rift into the Earth’s core. The ocean swirled into the opening like someone had just removed a giant bath plug. A ten-kilometre stretch of lava heaved through the ocean, forming an instant mountain range of molten rock.

Sean reached over and held Yeesha’s trembling hand.

Their transport went dark, dwarfed by the mushroom cloud. They accelerated across the open ocean, rocked by a constant barrage of explosions. The angry, cinder-tinged skies kept pace with them for hundreds of kilometres.

Twenty minutes later, they were flying over Senetep’s deserted capital. The familiar shape of the Great Pyramid appeared over the jungle, making Sean feel a little closer to home. Below, many smaller buildings had collapsed, and the causeways were cracked and separated like freeways after an earthquake; yet, it was still nothing compared to the destruction of Emperor Neberun’s capital.

Nesuk and another Isharkute emerged from the passage beneath the lion monument and waited on the causeway. Sean raced down the gangway, followed by Nocao, Henry, Guntar, and Ramin, who carried his crown with an over-protective embrace.

‘This is Rootuk, a trusted initiate from the Sciences Guild,’ Nesuk said, introducing the Isharkute beside him. ‘Rootuk helped me prepare the hall and will stay to assist the human tribes.’

‘Thank you, Rootuk,’ Sean said, noticing the alien looked only a little older than Nocao, with a beard that was a third the length of Nesuk’s. He had very few beads and tattoos, but he looked friendly and eager to help.

Rootuk withdrew a small data crystal and held it up, revealing a video display of Isharkute ships in battle. ‘I was monitoring the prisoner transport from Neberun’s capital when it was intercepted on its way to the mothership. Most of the prisoners were freed.’

‘What about Senetep?’

‘He escaped. It appears the attack was led by his commanders.’

‘That means he’s coming here!’ Sean said glancing around, already half-expecting to see Senetep’s vessel approaching. The red light of the super volcano illuminated the encroaching darkness with a hellish glow, engulfing the entire horizon like an ominous foreshadowing of the overseer’s return.

‘We must act quickly, then,’ Nocao said.

Ramin ordered four of his warriors to stand watch on the causeway while Yeesha and her people remained on the transport with the hybrids. Nesuk hurried them down the perfectly hewn passage into the hall. ‘We rebuilt the complex exactly as you described.’

Sean stepped into the hall. The level of detail was amazing. The pedestal stood in the centre, exactly as it had before, with the concentric dials that controlled the time travel coordinates. The glint of holographic crystals embedded in the hall’s upper walls caught his eye. Each one was carefully placed to create a three-dimensional map of the universe against the domed ceiling. Using their advanced stonemasonry technology, Nesuk and Rootuk had carved large recesses into the walls to house the shelving and crystal records from Ramin’s palace library. They had also created the small floor-level shafts in the adjoining chamber, perfectly sized for him to send Juliette IV into all those millennia later. The booby traps of receding floor, falling sand, and locking doors were all part of the initial chamber design completed by Senetep’s builders months before. It was now a complete recreation of the Hall of Records from the future.

‘Unbelievable!’ Sean whispered to himself, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu.

‘You rebuilt the hall,’ Henry exclaimed.

Sean walked over to the pedestal and a cylindrical core automatically ejected from the top as though expecting him. It was hollowed out in the exact shape of the crown and surrounded by conduits designed to distribute the energy into the machine’s core.

‘What a shame,’ Ramin grumbled, looking at the canister in his hands. ‘Such beauty… Only to be buried underground.’

‘We must start,’ Nesuk said.

Guntar carefully removed the crown from its golden cylindrical canister. Ramin bathed in the light of the crown for a brief moment, then offered it to Sean. ‘Here, you deserve to feel its powers.’

Sean took hold of the crown with apprehension. Its regenerative energy pulsed through his body, slowing his heart and freeing his mind. His conscience drifted free of his body, rising higher and higher until he reached the expanse of space. He was among the stars. Connected to everything. Existing everywhere in the universe at once. The sensation was indescribable – a culmination of every desire, every question, answered instantly.

It was peace and contentment in the purest form.

Ramin deactivated the crown, wrenching Sean free from its intoxicating power.

Sean took a moment to accept the return to his mortal body. He felt like he’d been under its spell for minutes, but in reality, it was less than a couple of seconds – enough to glimpse the crown’s potential before its power transferred into his body. Sean placed the crown into the pedestal’s core. The conduits hummed to life and the chamber powered up. The star-field hologram flickered to life and the pedestal illuminated brightly. The five lion-head shafts ascended from the floor, their sapphire eyes burning white-hot. The light-drive core beneath the floor shone through the stone joints, slicing dust motes with beams of intense light.

Sean ran his hand across the symbols, adjusting the concentric rings to Nocao’s destination date. The holographic stars whooshed by, slowly decelerating to stop on a night sky from modern-day Earth. It was home. He stood quietly, staring at the familiar alignment of stars, only now aware that his dad was standing beside him.

‘You’d almost think we were home,’ Henry said.

‘Did we change history, or is this the way it was?’

‘I think the entire human race suffers from amnesia. You and I are part of a forgotten history – one that shaped the future of life on this planet.’

‘It won’t be forgotten. This hall’s filled with the history of the Isharkute culture, their technology…everything they achieved. Even though Caliph destroyed the Sphinx and Great Pyramid, it’ll open the way for all of this to be discovered. Now the world can prepare for their return.’

‘You’ve put everything in place Sean. Now history – or, at least, the future – can do the rest.’

‘If we’re responsible for building this, I guess that makes us Atlanteans!’ Sean said with a grin.

Henry laughed. ‘And to think, a few months ago you were trying to prove the myth of Atlantis was real.’

Sean smiled. It was almost like they were sitting on the sand dune at Giza all those months ago, discussing their disparate theories on human civilisations. The thought of never returning to the future he knew made him sad. ‘So our future still exists the way it was?’

‘I hope so,’ Henry said softly.

Sean could tell his dad was thinking about Carla and the life he’d left behind.

A weapon blast rang through the hall, followed by a commotion of hurried footsteps echoing down the passage. Guntar activated his stave and rushed over to the entrance, only to be catapulted against the shelves with a blast of light.

Senetep stormed the hall with two warriors as Guntar’s body slumped to the floor.

‘Stop!’ Nesuk cried. ‘You’ll rupture the core and destroy us all.’

Senetep advanced on Sean and Henry, his stave trained on them with a white-knuckled grip.

Henry raised his hands and moved in front of Sean. ‘Wait! If you destroy the device, we’ll never travel back in time. You’ll never find the cure.’

Senetep assessed the dates set into the pedestal’s concentric rings…the holographic stars overhead…the humming power crystal, waiting to be pressed. He looked surprised by the changes to his device and his sense of urgency abated. ‘Impressive work – even for you primitive apes.’

Sean sensed a glimmer of hope. Maybe their efforts were enough to finally persuade Senetep to see reason.

‘What a pity, to come this far…only to be denied your return home,’ Senetep said.

‘I’m not going home,’ Sean said, stepping out from the shadow of his father.

‘The device is set to send me into the future,’ Nocao cut in. ‘We know you built the device to travel back for our purest source of DNA, but even if you succeeded, it might degrade like it did before.’

Nesuk took a step closer to the pedestal. ‘It’s impossible to know when our ancestors started meddling with our genetic codes. Maybe it was there all along. We don’t know. Our definitive survival lies in the future – with these humans.’

‘All we need is the female DNA from Sean’s time,’ Nocao said. ‘I can get it.’

Senetep groaned. ‘Our ancestors made mistakes, and creating the humans was one of them. They’re an abomination best wiped from our history – and our future,’ he said, moving his aim to Sean. ‘Starting with you.’

Sean faced the overseer with a brave face. He wasn’t going to try and reason with the prejudice-ridden alien or beg for his life. He wouldn’t give him the pleasure. If he was going to die, he could do so with pride, knowing that he had done everything he possibly could up to this point. Hopefully, history would take over from here.

Two obscure shapes slipped into the hall. The first moved silently, keeping low, using the shadows of the massive shelves to disguise its approach, while the second slithered upright, carrying the distinctive hiss of a snake.

The warriors swung around, aiming wildly into the gloomy surroundings.

‘What?’ Senetep called.

The anubis and medusa struck from the darkness, taking down the two warriors in a vicious attack. Sean launched forward and grappled Senetep’s stave, but he was no match for the alien’s overwhelming strength and found himself being swung around like a rag doll.

Henry reared up and pounded his front hooves into Senetep with a bone-crunching thud. The force ripped the stave from Sean’s hands, propelling Senetep into the pedestal. Gasping, Senetep pulled himself onto the controls…reaching for the crystal.

Sean watched as the medusa slithered in front of Senetep, driving her burning yellow gaze into his. The overseer twitched and seized up under her hypnotic stare, yet his determined fingers clawed their way to the pulsing blue crystal.

Senetep flicked his eyes to Sean – face locked in a devious grin.

He pressed the crystal.

Sean suddenly realised, this was Senetep’s plan all along!

The chamber began to hum, vibrating as it built in power. The lion-head shafts rose into the ignition position and the core droned up to maximum power.

‘We have to turn it off,’ Sean screamed.

Nesuk pointed to the pulsing ring of light around the pedestal. ‘You can’t cross the energy field once it’s been activated. It can only be shut down from the pedestal.’

A spherical energy field developed around the pedestal, enclosing Senetep and the medusa. She slithered away from the pedestal and straight into the force field. Zap! The sphere repelled her with a violent flash of energy and she collapsed in a smoldering heap.

‘Pull the conduits!’ Sean screamed. ‘Shut down the power.’

‘It will destroy the crystal,’ Nocao shouted back. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’

The lion shafts fired their targeting lasers into the centre of the chamber, creating an atom-sized singularity – a wormhole to the future. The singularity drew immense power from the crystal, creating an artificial rift straight through space and time.

The light intensified exponentially.

‘Close your eyes,’ Nesuk shrieked.

Sean covered his eyes, but the light was so bright he could see straight through his eyelids to the bones of his hands, just like an x-ray. The searing light vanished with a thunderous crack and knocked everyone back.

Then, silence…

The smell of burnt flesh filled Sean’s nostrils as he staggered forward, dazed and bewildered. The pedestal’s power ebbed to a slow pulse that was barely visible in the dim light. Senetep was gone, and there was nothing left of the medusa except for the scorched stone where she had fallen. He slumped to his knees, struggling to comprehend the worst situation imaginable. He’d sent the overseer straight back to his own time.

Senetep now controlled the future of both their species. 


— CHAPTER 34 —
ORIGINS

Sean crumpled forward onto the stone, wishing he could just fade away and forget the impossible task that still lay ahead of him. He sighed deeply, letting his head press heavily onto the floor. Emotional exhaustion had finally caught up with his battered body.

‘Sean,’ his dad said in a soft, comforting voice.

‘I failed. I let everybody down,’ Sean murmured.

‘Come on, get up. There’s something I need to tell you about the future. It’s important.’

It took Sean a few seconds, but he reluctantly dragged himself to his feet.

‘Remember the pair of sarcophagi we found in the antechamber?’ Henry said. Sean nodded, glancing over to the cryogenic chambers Nesuk had installed for himself and Rootuk. ‘Think back – try to picture the face of the Isharkute we found lying inside. You’ve seen him before.’

Sean tried to envision the bearded alien from all those months ago. His face felt strangely familiar, but it wasn’t Nesuk. It was someone closer. He strained to recall the distinctive tattoos across the alien’s forehead. Then it struck him…

‘It can’t be!’ Sean said, a waver of hope strengthening his voice. He looked over to Nocao, who was busy examining the pedestal with Nesuk. ‘I didn’t recognise him without the beard.’

‘Ten thousand years is plenty of time to grow one,’ Henry said with a grin.

‘All this time. I can’t believe I didn’t realise it was Nocao. I always thought it was Nesuk we found in the sarcophagus.’

‘I never told you who I saw in the second sarcophagus.’

‘Nesuk?’

Henry shook his head and hesitated, as though he didn’t want the words to leave his mouth. ‘No… It was you!’

Sean shuddered, like someone just walked over his grave. The thought of having stood a few metres away from himself defied logic. How could two of him exist in the same place and time? He cast his mind back to the antechamber on that night, trying to make sense of what he just learned. His dad’s ghostly pale face and blood-stained clothes still gnawed a hole in his stomach, yet something occurred to him – he was so desperate to save his dad that he never looked inside the second sarcophagus, and neither did William.

‘You hadn’t aged from the way you look now,’ Henry said.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I couldn’t. I thought I was dying – hallucinating. It didn’t make sense at the time, but now it does. You never failed. You’re just doing things differently than you expected. It seems everything happens for a reason…even Senetep travelling into the future.’

Sean thought about it for a moment. ‘That means I’m not meant to stay in the past.’

‘Correct. You can use the cryogenic chamber to sleep your way back to our time. After you wake, you’ll need to help Nocao find the female DNA strand and teach the human race about the Isharkute. It’s gonna be a tough sell – the hardest thing you’ll ever have to do. But I know you can do it.’

‘What about Yeesha’s tribe? I promised to take care of them.’

‘I’ll take them to the caves.’

Sean sighed, accepting his fate with a solemn nod. ‘What about the other hybrids?’

‘They can live with us, or we can set them up elsewhere. Either way, hybrids are the foundation for myths all over the world. We’re one-off creations and weren’t designed to procreate. Most of us will be gone after a normal human lifetime. Then, over time, our story will be passed on through the generations and changed. Facts will eventually become fiction. We won’t be considered as real, living beings – but our legacy will never be forgotten.’

‘What if we fixed you, made you human again? We could set up another cryogenic chamber somewhere. You could help Yeesha’s people and then –’

‘No, Sean. I can’t go back to my old life now.’

Sean sighed. ‘I know… I–I just wish you could come with us.’

‘So do I. But you know what? I spent my entire life studying history, and now I have a chance to be part of it in a way that I never imagined.’

As painful as the truth was, Sean knew his dad was right. He took a moment to compose himself, then faced the group. ‘I have another plan!’ Everyone stopped what they were doing to listen. ‘Nesuk, you installed the cryo chambers here in the hall to prolong your lives – but in the future, it’s not you and Rootuk who are discovered here – it’s me and Nocao.’

Sean was surprised at the authority in his voice as he explained the revised plan. It projected through the hall with the self-confidence of a leader…just like his dad. After he finished, there was a long silent pause.

Nocao nodded his approval, as though he already knew this was the right course of action.

Nesuk assessed the pedestal’s power levels. ‘Your plan makes sense and ties into future events – but we don’t have enough power left in the crown to operate the cryogenic chambers for that long.’

‘What if we redirected power from the crystals that we’re using to recharge the crown? Run it through the cryo chambers. Take just enough to keep them going and still charge the crown.’

‘It’s possible. I could set my cryogenic chamber to run on less power than yours; I’ll age faster, but I’m longer lived anyway,’ Nocao said. ‘But even then, it won’t be enough to recharge the crown for your first journey back in time.’

‘I think we get the extra power from another source,’ Henry said, turning to Sean. ‘Caliph had been in contact with another crown on the night we came back. That’s where he got his superhuman powers. He must give it a jump-start when he touches the pedestal.’

‘You’re right!’ Sean said. ‘That’s the extra boost we need.’

‘Allowing fate to play an integral role in this plan is risky, but unfortunately, necessary,’ Nesuk said. ‘Rootuk and I are still building the receiver for Nocao’s DNA data stream. It’s a self-powered device that we will hide at another location. The pedestal is programmed to reveal its coordinates once you submit a positive sample of female DNA. Then you’ll need to retrieve the device and plug it into the pedestal. It will power the hall long enough to transmit the data stream back to itself in the past.’

‘So it’s up to us to find the receiver in the future?’ Nocao asked.

‘Yes. Hiding the receiver is our only safeguard in the event Senetep’s forces return to find it.’

‘Then we should get started,’ Sean said. ‘We’ve got heaps to do.’ Watching everyone spring into action per his instructions filled him with a sense of accomplishment. It was a last-minute plan, and far from perfect. Fate had forced him to adapt to the unpredictable twist of future events, but it was inspiring to know they trusted him for the quest ahead.

Sean assisted Nocao in rerouting the power conduits. He worked with a heavy heart, knowing once they were finished, he would have to say goodbye to his dad. As soon as the alterations were completed, everyone left for the causeway except for him. ‘Dad! Wait a minute. We should speak, before…’

Henry cantered back. ‘You’re right. We have so much to say, and like usual, hardly any time.’

‘Ironic, considering we have a time machine,’ Sean said with a smile. But the next words didn’t come as easily.

‘It’s okay, Sean. You can tell me anything.’

‘I’m sorry for what I said in the tent that night. I never meant to blame you for Mum’s death.’

‘It’s not your fault. I should’ve handled the situation better. You were old enough to know the truth about Carla and me.’

‘I think I’m starting to remember things about Mum’s death.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I had a dream about lions. Mum was there – it felt so real.’

‘It’s something I wanted to protect you from,’ Henry admitted with a sigh. ‘I know you’ve been thinking about her death as you’ve gotten older – wondering what happened. There’s no comfort to be found in the details, but one thing I can tell you for certain – you were very brave. A hero, in fact.’

‘I was?’ Sean said, surprised.

‘That morning, I left you and your mum in our guide’s care. I was only gone a couple of hours when the lions began stalking the camp. Our guide was killed in the first attack and your mum was mauled after lifting you into the tree. She shot the first lion, but another one attacked from the grass. She was badly injured, but got off another shot to scare them away. She begged you not to, but you jumped down from the tree and cared for her until we returned. You were both so brave. She was only worried about you in her last moments.’

Sean’s cloud of doubt and blame lifted.

His fragmented memories finally fell together, and although there was great loss, he could still feel the warmth of their final moments, as though she were close to him once again. ‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’

‘You didn’t speak for weeks afterwards, and when you finally did, I didn’t want to put you through it again. It was a horrific thing for a five-year-old to take in. I hoped you’d be protected from your own memories – that somehow, they’d remain buried deep in your subconscious. Then, all these years later when you finally asked me on your first night in Egypt, I wasn’t ready to explain. I should’ve been. I’m sorry.’

‘I understand. You did what you thought was right.’

‘I love you, son. It’s something I should have told you more often – and in person.’

They embraced. ‘I love you, too,’ Sean replied softly. The words unlocked a profound sense of resolution. All the questions that had been bouncing around inside his mind quieted for the first time. He felt calm, peaceful, and in control of his emotions. The boy he was a few months before had become a distant memory, like an echo of another life. It felt like his dad was passing on a torch, promising a future filled with endless possibilities.

‘Tell Carla I love her…and miss her terribly,’ Henry said with a tremor of emotion.

‘I will,’ Sean said confidently. He could see his dad was putting on a brave face. This was more than goodbye for him; he was severing his final link to a life he could never return to.

‘You save the future. I’ll work on saving the past,’ Henry said with a wistful grin.

Sean smiled and they left to join everyone on the causeway.

The volcanic cloud now poisoned the sunset with a toxic hue, casting everything into a weird orange light. Nesuk and Rootuk packed their scientific equipment aboard Ramin’s hybrid transport for the move to the caves, while Ramin loaded his cases onto Nesuk’s scout ship. Sean helped Yeesha and the girls load the last couple of cases.

‘Your friendship with my slaves is what saved us in the end,’ Ramin said.

‘What do you mean?’ Sean said.

‘Yeesha was the one who released the hybrids from their pens in the transport to save us from Senetep.’

Sean glanced at Yeesha and felt even worse about breaking his promise to stay behind. He helped load the last container aboard and faced Ramin, making the Sign of Union. ‘Thank you, Ramin. Your support has given all of us hope.’

‘You alone have proven your species worthy of consideration, even in the eyes of Emperor Neberun,’ Ramin said. ‘Our species share more traits than most Isharkute would dare admit.’

‘I hope so.’

Ramin returned the sign, then made the distinctly human gesture of offering his hand. They shook, and for the first time, Sean felt like an equal. Ramin rushed aboard and the slave girls obediently followed, unaware that their servitude had come to an end.

Ramin waved them back with a sigh. ‘Stay. Rebuild your planet.’

The girls bowed graciously and raced down the gangway.

Ramin’s vessel took off just as the super volcano erupted with the force of a thousand atom bombs. The plateau shook violently and hot winds gusted through the jungle. The cloud of ash was now racing towards them faster than ever, like a dark blanket being pulled over the world.

Nesuk and Rootuk hurriedly waved the remaining humans and hybrids onto the transport. Yeesha took Sean’s hand and pulled him toward the gangway. He gently resisted and she spun around, her brow furrowed slightly – as though she knew what he was going to say.

‘I’m not coming with you,’ Sean said as delicately as possible. ‘I have to return to my own time. My dad’s going to stay and help in my place. Your people will be safe, but you need to guide them… You’ll be a strong leader.’

Yeesha’s eyes glistened with tears, but there was an understanding behind them. She kissed him tenderly on the lips and his wings shot out with a gust of air.

Sean glanced sidelong at his dad, blushing uncomfortably.

Henry escorted Yeesha onto the transport. With everyone finally aboard, Nesuk approached Sean and made the Sign of Union.

Sean returned the gesture, confident that he’d finally earned some respect from the elder. ‘Thank you for believing in me.’

‘Hmm. Our species have a long way to go yet before we can live together,’ Nesuk replied in his usual gruff manner. ‘But you have shown us it can be done.’

Sean let a contented smile creep across his face and nodded respectfully.

Nesuk moved on quickly and addressed Nocao. ‘Horumbut would be proud of you,’ he said, opening his hand, presenting a unique turquoise-coloured bead with gold flecks. Rootuk stood beside Nesuk, creating a more formal atmosphere. ‘After secret consultation with the Guild of Sciences, it was unanimously decided that you’ve earned the right to wear the rank – First Order of Sciences.’

Nocao stared at the bead. ‘But I was years away from being inducted.’

‘Excuse the lack of formality and ceremony – there’s no time for an official induction. You’re the first member to ever be accepted without an advocate. Your father’s legacy will live on with you.’

Nocao bowed humbly and accepted the bead. Nesuk and Rootuk each placed a hand on his shoulders and closed their eyes. ‘You may begin to grow the beard of knowledge,’ Nesuk said, releasing his hand.

Nesuk and Rootuk then joined Henry at the top of the transport gangway. ‘You have the coordinates for our cave system,’ Nesuk called down to them. ‘We’ll leave records of our survival buried there.’

‘In other words, don’t forget to look us up when you get home!’ Henry added.

‘You bet,’ Sean called back.

He glimpsed his dad one last time as the gangway retracted into the transport and the door sealed shut. Considering their relationship was about to cross the boundaries of time, he didn’t feel as lonely as he thought he would.

Sean watched them fly away until their transport was a mere fleck on the horizon. The air had suddenly become bitter. He took a sharp breath and it burned the back of his throat, a stark reminder his time in this world was up.

Sean raced into the hall, where Nocao was already fine-tuning the final power levels on the pedestal. The cryogenic chambers slid open with a hiss of escaping air.

‘You ready?’ Nocao asked.

Sean released an apprehensive breath and nodded. Nocao slid a crystal card into the pedestal and a series of stone blocks lowered to seal the passage with a thud. The giant doors on the opposite side of the hall quietly closed – doors that Sean knew would not be opened until his future self discovered them over ten thousand years from now.

They approached the cryogenic chambers and Sean peered inside with trepidation. It didn’t look overly comfortable for a bed in which he was about to spend ten millennia. ‘Will we dream?’

‘It’s better if we don’t. Any passage of time should be suppressed. It’s common for your last thoughts to stay with you for the duration of your sleep.’

‘What about side effects?’

‘Nothing permanent, but we will need rehydration when we wake. You go first. I’ll seal myself in.’

Sean realised in all the commotion to get things finalised, they had neglected to acknowledge their friendship. He offered Nocao his hand. ‘Thank you.’

‘I believe this is what humans do when they are good friends,’ Nocao said, warmly embracing him.

‘Good friends,’ Sean affirmed, hugging him back.

Bonded through life and death, they shared the first human-Isharkute friendship. With that thought, Sean entered the cryogenic sarcophagus filled with the hope that their species could live together some day.

Nocao connected a multitude of electrodes to his body and activated several buttons inside the sarcophagus. The lid began to close.

‘See you in ten thousand years,’ Sean quipped as the lid sealed him inside.

Nocao nodded, then disappeared from view.

Sean could already feel the anesthetic shutting down his nervous system. Just like the ashes enveloping the Earth, the dark cloud consuming his consciousness was inescapable. Then, just as he felt an overwhelming rush of panic about everything he had to achieve – something beautiful appeared from the void.

It was the face of his mother, Juliette. Just as he had been there for her, she was with him in his last conscious moments, comforting him with a dream that would last millennia.


— CHAPTER 35 —
THE ARK

Light filtered through the rock crevice, flickering wildly, highlighting the swirling dust particles. The musty air crackled with residual electricity as a pair of dusty hiking boots and slender female legs dangled into the void.

Carla lowered herself into the subterranean structure, flashing her torch around, searching for signs of life. Directly below, a walkway bridged the antechamber to the Hall Of Records.

‘My God!’ she gasped, breathless with fear and fascination. She unclipped the walkie-talkie from her belt and spoke into it. ‘I’m going down!’

A garbled response crackled back from the team above, their frantic tone obviously a warning not to proceed. The entire plateau was unstable, with rockslides and cave-ins, but she wasn’t returning to the surface without Henry, Sean, and William. Carla knew she needed to act quickly before the Egyptian government brought their army – an inevitable response to the devastation wrought upon their monuments. Once that happened, she wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near the area and would be arrested without question.

She whipped the rappel rope through her hands, dropping faster than she knew was safe. Her boot touched down and gently tested the strength of the walkway. Content it wasn’t going to collapse, she disconnected from the rope and shone her torch along the debris-strewn walkway to the pedestal.

A million thoughts raced through her mind. The archaeologist inside her wanted to appreciate the discovery, possibly the greatest archaeological find ever, but she was desperate to find her friends.

‘Henry!’ she called gingerly, mindful not to upset the creaking, volatile structure.

She treaded lightly through the circle of lion-head shafts towards the pedestal. A bolt of electricity sparked off one of the heads, shorting out her gear. Her flashlight flickered off and the hall plunged into darkness. She panicked and fumbled for her walkie-talkie.

It was dead.

Carla waited for her eyes to adjust to the pale glow of the pedestal crystal. It was just enough to see by. She noticed a series of mysterious lights emanating from a darkened antechamber. A loud hiss echoed from the darkness, initially startling her, but her curiosity quickly overcame the fear. The noise sounded like one of Juliette IV’s pneumatic arms. ‘Henry… Are you there?’ she whispered loudly.

No response. She pressed on bravely into the antechamber, arms outstretched. The outline of two sarcophagi emerged from the darkness, pulsing with a mirage of coloured lights, steady and rhythmic like a heartbeat.

A shot of air blasted her calves and she stumbled back.

The sarcophagus lid retracted and a hand grasped the open side.

Carla trembled, eyes transfixed on the silhouetted body as it sat up, coughing and spluttering. The outline of the slight figure looked familiar.

‘Sean, is that you?’

The figure wheezed through dry-sounding vocal chords, reaching out to her.

Carla leapt to her feet to find Sean sitting inside a technologically advanced machine, his body connected to electrodes and tubes. He was tanned, dirty, and covered in a web of scars and scratches. It was the Sean Livingstone she’d met earlier that day, but he wasn’t the same. Not only did he look worn and beaten, he looked older, like he’d lived another lifetime.

She took his hand and found it cold. ‘Are you okay?’

*     *     *

Sean fought to open his eyes, the first time in over ten thousand years. His muscles were stiff and wooden, and his focus blurry. He struggled to recall the face associated with the soft Italian accent. His brain was rebooting. Over the millennia, the sarcophagus had slowed down his body to the equivalent of a single heartbeat a year. His neurons were igniting like fireworks, causing memories to flood back. His first arrival in Egypt…the pyramids and Sphinx…his dad…William and Carla…

That was the face. Carla!

‘Sean, what happened to you?’ she said, helping him up. The life-support system automatically detached from his body and retracted into the sarcophagus. Carla gave him a bottle of water and he rested on the edge and sipped slowly. It soothed his throat enough so he could swallow.

She crouched in front of him. ‘What happened? Where’s William and Henry?’

Sean’s mind cleared. He didn’t know where to begin, and even if he did, she’d think he was insane. The second sarcophagus hissed open and Carla jumped up. He reached out to stop her, but collapsed on his knees. The person she was about to find wasn’t Henry or William…but something she wouldn’t be able to immediately comprehend.

Carla peered through the venting gases, face aghast at the pale-skinned being.

Nocao lifted his head, focusing his alien eyes on hers. Sean noticed his friend looked older, like he’d aged several years during their cryogenic sleep. His beard was now fully grown, like an Isharkute elder, and his face seemed fuller, imbued with a natural look of wisdom and maturity – more like his father, Horumbut.

Carla stumbled backwards and sat sprawled on the floor as Nocao rose from the sarcophagus.

Sean hobbled over. ‘It’s okay… He’s a friend.’

‘What is it?’ she whispered.

‘His name’s Nocao. He won’t hurt you. He’s part of an ancient alien race called the Isharkute. They built this place…they’re our ancestors!’

Carla shook her head wildly, the panic reflected in her face. ‘I-I don’t understand… Where’s your dad?’

Sean couldn’t immediately answer; he’d barely come to accept the loss himself. Although separated by millennia, he’d essentially said goodbye to his dad earlier that day. He allowed his face to express what words could not, and in that instant, she understood the painful truth. Her eyes welled with tears.

‘He said to say he loved you…and missed you,’ Sean said softly.

He knew nothing would make sense to her; in fact, she looked too confused to cry. Even to himself, his words sounded of a distant time and place.

‘What about William?’ she whispered.

Sean shook his head remorsefully.

‘Oh my God!’ she gasped.

The rigors of cryogenic sleep barely hindered Nocao and he was up and about, already on task to complete his mission. He removed a small box from the sarcophagus and unclasped it to brandish a gleaming metallic syringe. He advanced on Carla, the syringe aimed at her neck.

‘Ask the human female to remain still.’

Nocao’s strange alien dialect snapped Carla back into the moment and she scrambled backwards on all fours. ‘Get away from me!’

‘It’s okay,’ Sean said. ‘He just wants you to be still. We need a sample of your DNA.’

‘You understand what it’s saying?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I’m not letting it near me with that thing!’

Sean took the syringe from Nocao and knelt in front of her. ‘I’ll explain everything, but we need to do this now.’

‘Why should I help?’

‘Because the future of both our species depends on it. I made a promise to help them. So did Dad.’ His final words seemed to capture her full attention. Hopefully Carla saw a familiarity in his eyes that she could trust, as though his dad were reaching out to her through him.

Her frown softened. ‘Okay. If your dad agreed to help, then I will, too.’

She flinched as Sean pressed the needle into her arm. Once the sample was extracted, Nocao rushed off with the syringe into the main hall. Sean and Carla followed. Nocao inserted the syringe into the pedestal and it hummed to life. The lion-head shafts retracted into the floor and the towering shelves ejected to display the crystal data cards.

‘We need to make contact with the world governments,’ Sean said to Carla, who was busy watching the hall’s changing architecture. ‘If the Isharkute invade, the information in this hall’s our only defence.’

‘I thought you said they were our friends.’

‘Not all of them.’ Sean sighed. ‘We need to get these data crystals somewhere safe.’

Nocao activated a holographic display of the Earth and it crash-zoomed into a mountain. The hologram penetrated the rock, scanning every void, cave, and crevice. Nocao finally turned to Sean, his face racked with disappointment. ‘The device Nesuk left to power the hall is gone. We can’t send the DNA sample back without it.’

‘What did he say?’ Carla asked.

‘We’re looking for a device. It was supposed to be hidden in this mountain thousands of years ago.’

‘I know that mountain. I’ve climbed it. It’s Mount Sinai in the lower region of Egypt – the same mountain where Moses was supposed to have received the Ten Commandments.’

Sean had the uncanny feeling she was already suspecting the most ludicrous notion.

‘What does this device look like?’ she asked.

Nocao changed the hologram to show a gold-plated box with two large carrying rods.

‘It’s the Ark!’ Carla exclaimed. ‘You’re looking for the Ark of the Covenant.’

Sean gaped at the holographic Ark, his mind caught in a loop of confounding questions. He thought they’d prepared for every possible outcome, every twist of time and fate. He never once considered that Nesuk’s hidden power source would become the most sought-after artifact in history.

The fate of the human race now rested upon their ability to find the Ark before the Isharkute returned, and with the threat of Senetep reappearing at any moment, the race was on. It was a quest wrought with implications so profound, they could unravel the fabric of society and religions worldwide. It was up to him to teach the human race about their true origins, and prepare for a new world – one they must learn to share. He’d never felt so sure about anything.

This was his destiny, and he was ready. 


— EPILOGUE —
PARIS, FRANCE – PRESENT DAY

The majestic Arc de Triomphe was bathed in the orange glow of the sunset. The incessant drone of Parisian traffic filled the air. Headlights flickered to life, glistening in the twilight as evening quickly encroached.

Busloads of tourists milled around the base of the monument, photographing the structure built in honour of the Napoleonic wars. A small bolt of electrical energy ignited between the marble arches far above, camouflaged between the barrage of camera flashes.

The ground trembled and a strange acrid smell tainted the air.

The tourists looked at each other – their hair standing on end, like some kind of weird static electricity effect.

A thunderous, blinding flash of energy ignited between the arches, causing immediate chaos. Nearby drivers were momentarily blinded. Tyres screeched and cars crashed into each other, creating instant gridlock. A taxi hit a barrier and bounced up on the pavement. The tourists dove out of the way as it careened into the side of the bus with a scream of twisting metal.

The energy grew, pulsing brilliantly like a star about to go supernova.

The dazed tourists picked themselves up. A cacophony of car horns and alarms filled the air. Stunned drivers clambered from their cars, entranced by the unearthly phenomenon.

The sound of approaching sirens cut through the developing hum of energy.

The ball of light vanished with a flash, leaving two humanoid figures in mid-air. One plummeted to the ground in a smoking heap, while the other landed gracefully on two feet.

Senetep had arrived.

His beard was singed, his skin scorched, but he’d survived the rigors of wormhole travel. He slowly stood, taking in the city before him. It was a completely different time and place, thousands of years in the future. The leap was unbelievable, even for his universally wise intellect. He stepped over the medusa’s corpse, pleased to see the time travel had erased her disabling effects on his own body.

The sirens grew closer, their flashing lights trailing down the Champs-Élysées towards him.

Senetep surveyed the puny humans with his cold pale eyes and adjusted his stave to stabilise the power crystal.

Two bewildered-looking police officers approached, guns drawn.

Senetep whipped his stave about and the prongs snapped open. Crack!

The blast threw both officers up the Champs-Élysées and the hordes of onlookers scrambled away, screaming in terror. Senetep heard a buzz that sounded like a dropwing and peered into the sky to find a military helicopter approaching. Two snipers hung out the sides, rifles in position and prepping to fire.

Senetep fired first.

The blast rippled over the helicopter like an electromagnetic pulse, frying every electrical component on board. The helicopter spun out of control, spiraling down onto the roof of the bus. An intense fireball consumed both vehicles, lighting up the Arc with an ominous glow.

Senetep surveyed the sea of gridlocked cars, walking calmly towards the approaching emergency lights. Most of the onlookers ran for their lives, while some stood in awe, others filming with their phones. Senetep stopped beside a woman about to pull her crying baby from the car. She cowered in terror as the imposing alien leant down to examine them.

Taking over this world would be easier than he thought.

He walked on, huffing with a sneer of amusement.

Farther down the avenue, a fully-fledged assault team weaved through the gridlock, waving people out of the way, guns drawn, sights locked on the alien. They flanked Senetep, taking up positions behind the vehicles.

‘Supprimez votre arme!’ the team leader screamed across the cars.

The request to drop the weapon was perfectly translated through Senetep’s translator implant and he became still, as though obeying the command.

The team closed in, throwing each other concerned glances.

Senetep let them approach. Deliberately baiting them in until they were a couple of paces away, then…

He whipped his stave up and fired at the nearby cars, obliterating them in a wall of fire. The team retreated, screaming into their radios. Some were crushed under the burning vehicles while the lucky ones scattered through the chaos.

Senetep chased them, leaping cars and vans, hunting down the officers with ease, picking them off one by one.

The hum of more helicopter blades echoed down the avenue.

Senetep spun around to find six helicopter gunships emerging through the smoke billowing over the Arc. He looked in the opposite direction. A convoy of military tanks were rolling towards him, knocking cars aside in a mangle of debris. He knelt out of sight and pressed a couple of buttons on his wrist brace, triggering a small pulsing light.

*     *     *

In that exact moment, far above in the silence of space, a fleet of ten Isharkute motherships jumped from light-speed into the Earth’s orbit. The immense discs rotated into a landing pattern and descended towards the European continent.

*     *     *

The helicopter gunships swooped along the avenue, firing their rockets in unison.

Bolts of blue energy erupted from the sky like lightening, disintegrating the rockets and helicopters in a blinding flash.

The tanks rolled to a stop and aimed their canons.

More lightening arcs appeared, tearing up the road like paper. The tanks toppled helplessly into the freshly made abyss, sending rogue mortar shots across the city.

The clouds above Paris broke up and the monolithic motherships became visible from the ground. Senetep stood, smiling with satisfaction. He turned on the Arc De Triomphe and fired, demolishing one of the world’s largest victory arches to a pile of rubble.

His message had been delivered. The city was his, and soon, the entire planet. He fired another blast straight up, piercing the smoke and cinders to create a beacon for the drop-ships swarming over the city.

The battle for modern-day Earth had begun.
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