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“Swim for the vines!” Inez roars, and I hear her and Jickey splashing frantically as they make for the side of the pool. I’m still treading water, in such a state of shock that I’m temporarily unable to do anything except dumbly hold my position and gawp at the advancing, semi-human hell jackals.

On land the hell jackals are perfect killing machines, but they’re clumsy in the water. They can swim, but awkwardly, arms thrashing, legs kicking wildly. Their heads keep bobbing under, and they take quick, snarling, panicky breaths every time they surface.

If there was just one of them, I’d be inclined to call Inez and Jickey to help me try and subdue it. Between the three of us, we might be able to hold it under, arms pinned by its sides so it couldn’t gut us, until it ran out of oxygen and turned to dust beneath the waterline. But three of them... no. It would be suicide to take them on.

“Archie!” Inez yells, and I jerk around. She’s already on a vine, and so is Jickey, and they’re starting to climb.

“Oh hell,” I moan, and the spell breaks. I aim for the nearest cluster of vines, which Inez and Jickey are climbing, but then a voice whispers inside my head.

“No.”

It’s the inner voice that has rescued me more than once in the past. It’s been quiet a long time – I haven’t heard from it since I was in the Merge for the Tourney last year – but now it addresses me again.

“Those vines,” it says, and I sense it pointing me to an area of the pool that’s a lot further away.

I might have questioned that voice a few years ago, but I’ve learnt to listen when it speaks, as it’s only ever at moments of great danger, and it’s always steered me to safety. So without pausing, I re-aim myself and start to swim.

I normally stop to take a breath after every third stroke when swimming, but not this time. I keep my head down and power ahead as fast as I can, kicking furiously, arms like two battery-powered scythes. I might have finished third in all the races earlier, but going at this speed, I’d fancy my chances even against a pack of Olympic record-breakers.

My left hand strikes the wall of the pool and I cry out with pain. There’s a moment of confusion as my head comes up and I’m blinded by vines. Then I push myself back, take a steadying breath, grab a vine and haul myself out of the water.

I glance around to analyse the state of play, and my stomach tightens. “No way,” I croak, barely able to believe it.

Inez and Jickey are a good way up their vines, climbing the same way you’d climb on ropes. They have a healthy head start on the hell jackals, and while the creatures will be a different proposition when they hit land, it gives the pair a sliver of a chance, especially if there’s a borehole closer to the cenote than the one we came through.

But as things stand, they’ll enjoy much more than a sliver of a chance, because the hell jackals aren’t targeting my friends. All three of the beasts are swimming in a pack after me.

Inez peers over her shoulder and stops. “Archie!” she shouts, and I can hear the fear in her voice — not fear for herself, but for me.

I share a look with her and shake my head sickly. “Just go,” I moan, then repeat it, louder this time. “If I can’t get to the top before them, I’ll hold them here as long as I can.”

“Archie,” she says, but so softly that I can’t hear, only see my name whispered on her lips.

“Get out of here,” I shout, then turn my face back to the vines and climb.

My gut’s telling me to monkey up as swiftly as I can, but I make myself take it easy. I clasp my knees tightly around the vine and test every grip before releasing the fingers of my other hand to reach upwards, knowing that if I slip and fall into the pool, I’m definitely finished.

It feels like I’m making no real progress, but when I look down, I see that I’m already four or five metres clear of the water, and the hell jackals still haven’t made it to the vines.

“Just drown, you monsters,” I snarl, then focus on the vines again.

Several handholds later, I feel the vine and those around me tremble. I chance another look down, and spy the first of the hell jackals dragging itself out of the pool, the others just behind.

If they had the smarts that they surely had before they starved and transformed, they’d stay where they are and swing the vines aggressively back and forth, to shake me loose. Then they could dive on me when I hit the water and tear me to shreds in the pool.

Luckily for me, all hell jackals seem to know is pursuit, and as the other two haul themselves onto the vines, instead of trying to dislodge me, they begin to climb. It doesn’t give me much of a hope, but at least the fight’s still on.

The hell jackals are stronger than me, and should be able to climb faster than I can, but while they’re not as uncoordinated as they were in the pool, they struggle all the same, rushing instead of taking their time, regularly losing their grip and sliding backwards. My scent must be like nectar to them, and in their excitement they’re making mistakes.

I keep going the way I was before the hell jackals mounted the vines, taking my time, making sure of each handhold before I pull myself upwards. I’m sweating, my muscles are stinging, and I feel panic rising inside me like a wave of heat, but I stay focused, trying not to look back at my hunters too often, or up at the sky. The next stretch of vine — that’s all that matters.

A few minutes later, Inez calls to me again. I look around and spot her and Jickey dangling near the tops of their vines, just below the rim of the cenote. Once they pull themselves over, they’ll be in the clear.

“Go on,” I yell. “Run.”

“But what about –” Inez starts to ask.

“Forget about me!” I roar.

“We could come round to your side and –” she begins.

“Run or die,” I cry. “But if you die here for no reason, trying to help me when it’s clear I’m doomed, then you’ll die a fool.”

A sad-looking Jickey says, “Goodbye, Archie,” then taps Inez’s back. When she looks at him, he points up. She curses, then nods miserably and follows him as he drags himself over the edge and out of sight.

“Just me and you guys now,” I mutter to the advancing hell jackals, and have a quick check on their progress. For all their slips, they’ve closed the gap, sheer brawn and mad determination playing into their favour. I’m about three-quarters of the way to the top, but won’t make it before they catch up. Maybe the inner voice didn’t send me this way to save me. Instead, seeing I was a lost cause, perhaps it decided to use me as bait to buy my friends more time, knowing I’d rather they escape than all three of us perish.

“If only I had a knife,” I sigh, picturing myself sawing through the vines and waving a cheeky cheerio as the hell jackals dropped beneath me. But not even the usually armed Inez thought to swap over a knife from her boots when she changed into her swimming costume.

As if in response to my comment, one of the creatures looks at me and screeches. I wince, then start climbing again, but now I’m running through a different set of options. Whereas before I was thinking about how I might save myself, now I’m thinking only of what I can do to give Inez and Jickey a better chance of escaping.

I’m going to throw myself back into the pool. I’ll keep climbing, to drag things out as long as I can, but when the hell jackals are within grabbing distance, I’ll let go of the vine and drop. The hell jackals will surely hurl themselves after me, which means even if they kill me quickly, they’ll have to climb the vines from pool level again. That delay should be more than enough for the fleeing camel and prince.

“Don’t worry, boys,” I cackle at the snuffling hell jackals once I’ve settled on my sacrificial plan. “We’re almost at the end of the line. Feeding time’s just a minute or two away.”

As I consider that feeding frenzy, I shiver and shut my eyes, because I’ve just remembered the first time I ever faced one of these hellish creatures, and Inez telling me that they like to play with their food. If I recall correctly, her exact words were, “They can keep a victim alive for hours while they eat...”
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I keep climbing the vine and the hell jackals keep closing the distance. I’m inching closer to the top, but I won’t make it — my followers are so hot on my heels that I can almost feel the steam from their breath on the soles of my feet.

I’m climbing the section of the cenote where the river of blood burst its protective banks and seeped down into the soil. There’s a U-shaped gap at the top where the cenote connects with the dried-up riverbed. The vines don’t grow thickly beneath that spot, so there’s a bare patch of wall for the final three or four metres.

As I draw level with the start of the bare patch, I check on the hell jackals, and they’re even closer than I feared, almost within reach. It looks like it’s time to jump, so I steel myself and prepare my farewells.

“Not yet,” the voice inside my head hisses. “Keep climbing.”

“What’s the point?” I moan, but the voice doesn’t answer.

With a weary sigh, I stretch forth a hand and haul myself another few centimetres towards the top. It’s almost a shame I made it so far. If the hell jackals had caught me halfway up, I’d have died knowing I’d never had a shot, but to get this close to ground level, where I might have been able to find a borehole to escape through... All I needed was another minute or two. If I’d started swimming sooner, or if I’d climbed a fraction faster, or if there’d been something to throw at them, to slow them down...

Oh well, it probably wouldn’t have mattered. Even if I’d made it to the top ahead of them, I wouldn’t have got very far. Once the chase had switched to foot, they’d have quickly run me down. My only hope would have been if I’d found a borehole within a few metres of the cenote’s edge, but the odds would have been stacked against me, and I’d almost certainly have been unable to swing them in my favour.

After I’ve dragged myself up another metre, I check again on the hell jackals, who are snuffling like pigs in search of truffles. The beast in the lead must have slipped since I last looked, because it’s slightly further back, but only by a matter of centimetres.

I decide this is as good a place as any to make my stand, so I turn in order to directly face my hunters, and clutch a pair of vines, one in either hand, hanging like someone on a cross, so that my legs are free. I’ll kick out at the hell jackal before I completely abandon hope, try to knock it off, maybe send it crashing into the other two and take them all out at the same time. What a finale that would be!

As I’m chuckling at the unlikelihood of such a triumphant finish – it’s nice to be able to chuckle, even at the end – the voice in my head says, “Look left.”

I roll my eyes. “Can’t you leave a boy alone to die without any distractions?” I growl, but there’s no response. Tutting with annoyance, I almost ignore the voice, but sneak an automatic look left, unable to help myself.

To my astonishment, I spot a borehole in the wall where the vines don’t hang.

“What the hell...?” I gasp.

“Quickly,” the voice says. “There’s just enough time, but it will be tight.”

Letting go with my right hand, I swing across and turn to face the wall. It’s a circular borehole, a lock set close to the circumference near the vine from which I’m dangling.

The hell jackals see me stop, and howl happily. I focus on the lock, staring at it as if it’s a mirage, afraid to touch it in case it vanishes.

“Hurry,” the voice snaps.

“This is no good to me,” I groan, hope fading as swiftly as it flared. I can tell with one clear look that this isn’t a basic lock. It’s a master lock that will take hours to map and open.

“Just put your hand on it!” the voice roars, and this is the first time it’s ever yelled at me, proof that the situation must be truly dire.

I’m so weary, and it’s so pointless, that I don’t want to try, but since the voice was unusually loud and insistent, I press my right hand to the lock, which expands into an imprint of a person’s hand. It’s an imprint that my hand easily slides into. In fact it’s a perfect fit.

The first hell jackal’s claws scrape the underside of my right foot. I squeal and jerk it clear of the creature’s grasp, but my hand remains firm in the glove-like lock. My fingers dance of their own accord, and it’s more like I’m playing a piano one-handed than trying to open a lock.

The hell jackal’s claws snag me again, this time gouging a couple of cuts down my left calf. I yelp with pain and haul my legs up as far as I can, but still my fingers dance.

And then, as the hell jackal lunges and its fangs snap together, only just missing my toes, the lock clicks and the borehole turns lime-green and opens. With a roar of triumph, hope, and sheer disbelief, I hurl myself through...

...and suddenly I’m falling through a dark void, and the voice inside my head screams, even louder and more panicked than before, “Grab hold of something now or you’re dead!”
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I throw out my arms, and my hands brush against thin vines which seem to be lining the wall, but I’m still falling. It’s dark and I can’t see anything.

“Grab, you fool!” the voice in my head screams.

I thrash wildly again, grasping with my fingers, and this time they close on a vine. My arm’s almost wrenched free of its socket and I cry out with pain. My automatic reaction is to unclench my fingers and relieve the pressure, but I fight that impulse and hold tight, then swirl my arm to loop the vine around it a few times, as my body swings sickeningly to and fro.

My fingers slip, but the loops of the vine snap taut around my forearm and catch on my wrist. A bolt of pain shoots up my arm and deep into my brain, and I bellow with agony, but the vine holds and my lower body starts to steady.

As I’m hanging from the vine, groaning feebly, there’s a screech above me and I look up. I thought I was in a place without light, but although it’s gloomy, it’s by no means pitch black. I see now that I’m in an earthen well, much narrower than the cenote. There’s a ceiling far above me, and the walls must have been smeared with gleam, because they glow faintly. There are vines spilling down those walls, though not as thickly as in the cenote.

The first hell jackal has stuck its head through the borehole and is sniffing the air. It catches my scent, howls hungrily, wriggles the rest of the way through the borehole, then plummets the way I did. Its arms flail as it falls, and its victorious howl turns into a panicked cry. It shoots past me and I follow it with my shocked, terrified gaze as it falls... falls... then hits water at the bottom of the well.

Damn! I was hoping for a hard floor, so that the hell jackal would smash its skull open. The vines hang almost all the way down to the water. They don’t touch it, but the hell jackal will easily be able to reach them and drag itself up after me. I’ve bought myself a short reprieve, nothing more, and it looks like instead of dying in daylight in the cenote, I’m going to die in the darkness of this well instead.

I’m waiting for the hell jackal to surface when the second of the beasts sticks its head through the borehole and hisses. This one’s more cautious than the first, and is taking its time, using its eyes as well as its nose, looking for me in the darkness before it fully crosses.

I’m not sure whether it sees me or just smells me, but it gets a fix on my position, and unlike the first one, it doesn’t leap through the borehole, but reaches for the vines, to climb down to where I’m dangling by one arm. So I’ll be taken from above as well as below, the tasty filling in a hell jackal sandwich. Looks like that voice in my head has finally steered me wrong.

Before the second hell jackal can grab a vine, the third one pushes through from behind, hungry and impatient. It knocks the second hell jackal clear of the borehole, and the startled creature hurtles past me, yowling with surprise and anger, to hit the water and vanish from sight like the first beast, which still hasn’t surfaced.

The third hell jackal isn’t far behind the second. It doesn’t even take the time to sniff, just throws itself into the well and drops. This one flies dangerously close by, arms cartwheeling and legs kicking, and for a moment I think it’s going to snag me and jerk me down after it. But then it’s clear, and a second or two later it hits the water.

There’s a splash.

Then nothing.

I feel around for another vine with my left hand, grab hold and pull myself up, to relax my aching right arm. But I don’t look away from the water. I’m waiting for the hell jackals to bob up, scream hatefully, clutch the vines and ascend, but there’s no sign of them.

What’s going on? Is the water just a shallow covering? Have they all hit the base of the well and exploded into smithereens? Could I be that lucky?

More seconds pass and there’s still no sign of the hell jackals. As unlikely as it seems, it looks like my attackers have come undone. My heartbeat starts to return to normal, and I ready myself to let loose an almighty yawp of joy.

Then the shout dies on my lips and a new fear steals in to replace the old.

My eyesight has adjusted while I’ve been hanging in the gloom, and I can see the liquid at the base of the well more clearly now. It’s not transparent, as water would be, or even a dark brown colour, as it might be if it was reflecting the earthy walls of the well.

It’s red.

A shade of red I’m all too familiar with.

The dark, deadly red of the liquid in the rivers of blood.

I know now why the hell jackals haven’t bobbed up again. It’s not because their brains got pulped. It’s because they fell into a pit filled with the blood of the deadly rivers. And if I fall after them, I can forget about any hope of survival — one touch of that acidic ruby liquid, and I’m history.

I gulp and tighten my hold on the vines. I snake my right foot around another and twirl it a few times, so the vine forms a loop over my ankle, as the one on my right wrist does, extra security if my hands slip or one of the vines snaps.

My right arm’s still stinging, so I free it from the loops and shake it tenderly while I scope out my surroundings and try to get a better idea of where I am and exactly what I’m facing.

Now that I focus, I see that the ceiling is glowing as well as the walls, but not with gleam. The entire ceiling is an active borehole, a pale white colour, with dark ripples running through it. It’s a borehole to the Lost Zone, which means it’s every bit as chilling and forbidding as the liquid beneath me —if I brush against that, I’ll be sucked through into a wasteland, from which I can never return.

“Damned above and damned below,” I mutter.

That would worry me more if there wasn’t an open borehole back to the cenote. Now that I don’t have the hell jackals to worry about, I can climb to the borehole, slip through – slowly and carefully this time – then make my way to the top of the sinkhole and head off in search of Inez and Jickey to tell them about my remarkable escape.

“Thanks, voice,” I chuckle, “and sorry for doubting you.”

The voice doesn’t respond.

I wait another minute, until my right arm feels ready for action, then free my foot and start scaling the vines, taking my time, not wanting to fall and dissolve in the pool of blood.

It doesn’t take me long to return to the borehole, which is the same circular shape and lime-green colour that it was on the other side. I sigh happily and press against it with my left hand, meaning to push through and grab hold of a vine in the cenote, but the borehole’s solid.

I tap on it and there’s a dull thudding sound. I run my fingers to a few different points, and it seems to be solid all round. Strange, but nothing to worry about. I guess it has to be opened from this side as well as the other if you want to travel in the opposite direction, so I reach for the lock...

...only to find there isn’t one.

I blink, confused, then run my fingers all round the borehole, probingly this time. I’m starting to feel just the faintest tinges of fear again, and try to push them away, telling myself I’ve nothing to be afraid of, that the lock is simply artfully hidden.

But if that is the case, it’s hidden too artfully for me to find. As far as I can tell by the end of my search, there’s no lock. The borehole seems to be a one-way portal, with access only from the far side.

This is bad.

This is very, very bad.

I look around the well again, up and down, struggling to stay calm. The ceiling looks like it’s maybe three or four metres above me, the vines sprouting out of the walls several centimetres beneath the borehole to the Lost Zone.

Below me lies the pool of blood, maybe twenty metres down, though it’s hard to judge accurately.

If I touch either the ceiling or the blood, I’m doomed, so I’ll need to search every point in between. I can’t see any boreholes from where I’m dangling, but hopefully I’ll find one hidden behind some vines, with a lock which I can pick, and wherever I wind up, it’s got to be a safer, cheerier place than this.

There’s no rush – I have a large area to cover, it’s going to take a lot of time, and I’ll need to pause often to rest and regain my strength – so I give myself a couple of minutes to relax and prepare for the ordeal ahead. At least it’s not cold — the enclosed well is much warmer than the open cenote. I’ve pretty much dried off, but I’m only wearing the swimming trunks, so I’d soon be shivering if the temperature was a few degrees cooler.

I’m in the middle of offering up a quick prayer of thanks for small mercies, and trying to decide whether to commence my search from the base of the vines or the top, when I’m shocked once more
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