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‘Tomorrow belongs to those who can hear it coming.’

– David Bowie




Prologue

In ancient Greece, on the island of Crete, there lived a king called King Minos. Beneath his palace, King Minos instructed a great inventor called Daedalus to build him a maze, one so complex that it was impossible to escape it. Named the Labyrinth, this maze had countless twisting passageways, myriad blind alleys and endless corridors. And inside the inescapable maze, King Minos imprisoned a monster called the Minotaur.

The Minotaur had the head of a bull and the body of a man. Some say he was the king’s son, but the Minotaur was a savage beast with a taste for human flesh.

Every year, King Minos sent seven young men and seven young women into the Labyrinth, where they were devoured by the Minotaur, but one year, a hero called Theseus sailed to the island to bring an end to this cruelty. Volunteering as one of the young men, Theseus caught the eye of King Minos’s daughter, Princess Ariadne, who fell in love with him and promised to help Theseus escape from the Labyrinth.

Stealing the key to the maze, Ariadne left a ball of golden thread just inside its entrance. Tying one end to the door of the Labyrinth, Theseus unwound the thread behind him as he ventured inside the maze, marking the path that he took. In the heart of the Labyrinth, Theseus slayed the Minotaur and then wound up the golden thread to escape from the maze.

But this is just a story . . .




1

‘The maze is a dangerous place. The maze is ever-changing. The maze has never been solved.’

I follow the sound of the voice as the curving corridor swings to the right. The speaker is still out of sight, just like he has been from the moment I stepped inside this place and he started talking. His low voice is a constant monotone that seems to keep time with my footsteps as I follow the corridor round. The polished floor beneath my feet looks exactly the same as the walls and the ceiling. There must be speakers hidden inside these smooth white panels that shine with an almost plastic brightness.

Reaching out, I run my hand over the curved enamelled surface, feeling the soft vibration of his words beneath my fingertips as the man continues to speak.

‘There are dead ends and diversions, obstacles and traps, but these are the least of the maze’s dangers. It has evolved beyond our control, and it can read your thoughts and use your memories against you to build its walls. The maze can change in a heartbeat, and it will fight you every step of the way.’

My sense of unease is growing, but as the tunnel-like corridor starts to straighten, I wonder if this is the same voice that my sister, Evie, heard when she entered the maze seven days ago.

I glance down at the clothes that I’m wearing. I still feel strange in this close-fitting black tracksuit – the single gold stripe running across my chest marking me out as the latest mazer. Evie was wearing the exact same outfit the last time that I saw her. I remember burying my face in the collar of her tracksuit as I begged her not to go.

‘In the heart of the maze lies its greatest prize,’ the unseen voice continues. ‘An experimental device known only by its codename: AVENIR. Many have been sent to find it. Nobody has succeeded. You are the last who can try.’

He says it like the Avenir’s a secret, but Evie told me everything she could. She knew I didn’t want her to go, so she wanted me to understand what it was she was going to find. We sat together in my room, looking at the imagined maps she’d made of the maze spread out on the floor in front of us.

‘Avenir means the future, Drew.’ Evie’s brow furrowed in concentration as she slowly turned a pattern of dots into the shape of a looping maze. ‘And that is the power the Avenir grants – it allows you to see the future.’

‘Like a crystal ball?’ I asked, my head hurting as I tried to make sense of what my sister was telling me. ‘That’s impossible! Nobody can see the future.’

‘The future is made by the present and the past,’ Evie explained, glancing up from her latest drawing to meet my gaze. ‘Take a look at this labyrinth. The past is the line that I’ve already drawn, the present is the tip of my pen on the page, and the future is the line I’ve yet to draw. But if you look carefully, you can already see the shape it’s going to take.’

I stared down at the looping lines she’d drawn, seeing how the route through the circular maze wound its way back and forth across the page. But as my gaze flickered beyond the tip of her pen to the empty space that remained, I could see how the curving line she’d just started would inevitably continue, spiralling round to the heart of the maze. And then I watched as Evie finished drawing the line, looping it round in the exact same pattern I’d pictured until her pen came to a halt in the centre of the page.

‘The Avenir is like a quantum crystal ball hidden in the heart of the maze.’ Her eyes shone with excitement as she pushed the finished drawing towards me. ‘It would be impossible for us to predict the future in all its complexity – there are too many variables, far too much data for human minds to process – but for the Avenir system, such a task becomes child’s play. That is why they built it: to show us the future.’

Evie’s only a couple of years older than me, but sometimes it feels like my sister’s mind is two steps ahead of mine. I didn’t understand how the Avenir could let me see the future.

‘How does it work? And why do you have to enter the maze?’ I’d asked her.

Sweeping a strand of her long blonde hair away from her face, Evie had tried to explain. ‘The Avenir system combines the immense power of quantum computing with next-level artificial intelligence, allowing it to calculate the future with 100 per cent accuracy.’ My sister paused for a second, and I remember the shadow that flickered across her face. ‘It was supposed to let us see all our tomorrows, but when the Avenir system ran for the very first time, something went wrong. The system became unstable – running out of control. The Avenir built the maze to protect its secrets and then hid itself away at its heart.’

Glancing down at the maze she’d just drawn, Evie placed her finger at the entrance point she’d marked with an X on the page.

‘The only chance we have to find the future is to step inside the maze.’ With her finger, Evie started to trace a path through the maze. ‘The Avenir built this place, but it’s still evolving, out of control. Anyone who enters the maze becomes part of its data set; their lifelines entwine with the maze’s ever-changing pathways. An adult mind can’t take the strain, but a child’s mind can. It’s all thanks to the neuroplasticity of our brains. We’re the only ones who can journey inside the maze and find the way to its heart.’

Evie’s finger came to a halt at the centre of the hand-drawn labyrinth, and I looked up to meet her gaze.

‘But if it’s out of control, isn’t it dangerous?’ I asked her, still not wanting to let Evie go. ‘Why does it have to be you? Why can’t it be somebody else?’

‘Don’t you want to see the future, Drew?’ Evie asked, ignoring my questions. I glimpsed a hidden fire burning in her eyes. ‘To see the path that lies ahead as clearly as the past?’

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded my head reluctantly, but that seemed to satisfy Evie.

‘I’m going to steal the Avenir,’ she said, wrapping her arms around me as she pulled me in for a hug, ‘and I’m bringing it back for you. Together, we’ll be able to see all our tomorrows.’

Blinking hard, I try to clear this memory from my mind. That was the last time I saw Evie. She entered the maze a week ago. She didn’t come back. The experiment went wrong, but they keep sending us in, two at a time – just like Noah with his ark. One boy, one girl, and one mission: to find the Avenir. I don’t even know if I believe it exists any more.

‘It was always our dream to see the future, but the maze is increasingly unstable.’ The unseen voice is still speaking in a low, even tone as the narrow corridor now twists to the left. ‘The system could shut down at any time. Stay close to your companion and try not to lose yourself. There are no maps of the maze.’

As I hear these words, my fingers reach towards my tracksuit pocket, and I pull out a folded square of paper. I unfold it, taking care not to tear the paper, as I follow the corridor round.

It’s the picture of the maze that Evie drew for me, its looping paths forming the shape of a circle. ‘Keep it as a good-luck charm,’ she’d told me as she pressed the paper into my hand. ‘The only time you can ever see a maze properly is when you’re outside it. Once you step inside, you’re lost, but from above, you can see the whole maze at once. Follow the path for me, Drew, and I’ll find my way back to you.’

I stare at the picture in my hand, trying hard not to think about how long she’s been gone. I know this isn’t a map, but it almost feels like I’m following its spiral path as the tunnel winds its way round. My gaze flicks to the heart of the maze, and I try to picture what’s waiting for me there.

I’ve not come here to steal the future. I’m here to find my sister.

Anxiety gnaws at the pit of my stomach. I can’t see more than a few paces ahead, but I can hear a soft humming that sounds like it’s coming from just round the bend. Folding the paper back into a square, I quickly slip it into my pocket as I turn the corner and the corridor opens out into a vaulted space.

That’s when I see her. A blonde-haired girl in a black tracksuit, standing with her back to me as she hums a familiar tune.
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For a split second, I think I’m looking at Evie. Her blonde hair is braided in a single plait that reaches down the back of her neck. But then the girl turns at the sound of my footsteps and the spell is broken as I see her face.

My sister’s got a gap between her two front teeth, but this girl has a flawless smile.

‘Welcome to the maze,’ the girl says as she greets me with what sounds like forced brightness. ‘You must be Theseus, I suppose.’

I shake my head, feeling confused. The name sounds familiar, but she must have got me mixed up with someone else, just like I did when I first spotted her.

‘I-I’m Drew,’ I stutter, searching the girl’s face for another glimpse of my sister, but the resemblance is gone. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m Meg,’ the girl replies, her voice softening as she meets my gaze. ‘And I know you’re not Theseus. It was just a joke. He was the hero from the Greek myth about the maze and the Minotaur. That’s why we’re here, right? We’re going to find our way through the maze.’

I slowly nod my head, remembering now where I’ve heard the name before. I can picture Evie perched on the edge of my bed as she read from her book of myths and legends. The story of the maze was always my favourite. I remember staring at the pictures on the page. The cruel smile of King Minos. The Minotaur’s savage horns. And Theseus standing at the entrance to the Labyrinth, a ball of golden thread held in his hand.

‘Just like the story,’ I murmur.

‘Just like the story,’ Meg agrees, her eyes shining in the artificial brightness. ‘We’ve even got our own golden thread.’

She lifts up her right hand and I see the bright yellow bracelet that’s wrapped around her wrist. It’s exactly the same as the wristband that I’m wearing. The one they give to everyone who enters the maze.

I glance down at my own bracelet; the mesh of golden threads encircling a digital display. It looks like some kind of smartwatch, but there’s no time shown on the screen. Instead, I see a pulsing dot, glowing gold in the centre of the display, and as I watch, this glowing dot is joined by another, the space between them blurring to become a shimmering curve.

I stare at the curving line as it starts to spiral round. ‘What’s happening?’ I ask, glancing up towards Meg as she watches my reaction.

‘It’s started,’ she replies. ‘Didn’t you listen to the briefing? The golden line unwinds with every second that passes. We need to find the Avenir before the thread runs out.’

I look down again at the jet-black display and see the gleaming line is fractionally longer than it was just a moment ago. It reminds me of that game where the tiny snake starts chasing its tail.

‘These devices connect us to the maze,’ Meg explains, ‘but they’re used to monitor us too. Everyone who enters the maze has worn one. It’s the only way they can find out more about this place, tracking our progress via synaptic transmission. Our minds can take the strain, but only for a short time. After an hour and seven minutes, the signal’s always lost; every lifeline reaching the same dead end. The golden thread reminds us of how much time we’ve got left.’

I bite my lip as I think about what this means. It’s not just the signals that are lost; it’s everyone who enters this place. Did Evie even realize she only had sixty-seven minutes to make it to the heart of the maze?

The unwinding line on my screen finishes its first circuit and I watch as it starts the next. It seems like it’ll take for ever before it fills the display, though I know it won’t. We only have sixty-seven minutes.

Time’s ticking. My sister’s been gone for seven days. I’ve got to find Evie before it’s too late.

‘Are you ready, Drew?’ Meg asks me. The slight tremor in her voice betrays her nervousness. ‘We need to make a start.’

Lifting my gaze from the digital display, I look around at the vast vaulted space. It looks like a grand entrance hall. The high walls and ceiling are as blank as the narrow twisting corridor that brought me to this place. Behind Meg, I can see the sliver of an entrance to another narrow corridor. This must have been the way that she came, but my eyes are drawn to a distant gleam at the far end of the empty hall. At the base of a sheer white wall stands a tall double door that looks as if it’s made out of bronze.

‘There’s only one way in,’ I say, picking a path towards the door across the polished floor.

As Meg falls into step beside me, the unseen man who delivered the briefing starts speaking again, his softly spoken words now echoing across the hall.

‘The maze is a fortress with many defences,’ the voice says. ‘The very first is found at its door. Only those who dare to find the future will be able to step beyond this place.’

I stare at the double door as we approach it, marvelling at the intricate designs I can see carved into its gleaming surface. At first, I think these show the maze itself – the glinting lines tracing numerous pathways across the shining doors, but as I step closer, I notice the embossed shapes standing out in sharp relief. Rectangles and triangles, circles and squares, and other random shapes that look like they’ve been torn out of a maths textbook.

Reaching the doors first, I push against the raised golden disc on the left that looks like a door plate, but the door doesn’t shift, so I try the one on the right with the same result.

‘It’s locked,’ I say, turning towards Meg as she studies the double door with a frown. ‘What do we do now?’

[image: A pair of doors featuring a geometric pattern of various shapes and lines, with two circular handles positioned centrally between them.]

‘The maze is a fortress with many defences.’ Meg repeats the words that the unseen voice spoke only a moment ago. ‘The very first is found at its door. Maybe this is like the door to a safe. You know, like the ones where you have to twist a dial to find the right combination to get inside.’

Reaching past me, Meg tries turning the discs I pushed at before, but then swiftly shakes her head.

‘They won’t move,’ she tells me. ‘But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a combination we need to find. Maybe these shapes are just buttons we need to press in the right order to disarm the lock.’ She starts pushing at the other carved shapes that cover the doors, naming each one aloud as she does. ‘Triangle. Circle. Square.’

I take a step back, trying to make sense of the double door’s strange geometry as Meg keeps pressing random shapes without a pause. If there’s a code we need to find, I don’t know how she thinks she’s going to find it this way.

‘Help me out, Drew,’ Meg says, casting a glance towards me
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