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For Ak Ka and Tam Ma,

You keep me centred.
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Taranauts The Trail of the Tale

Eight octons after the wise, brave Shoon Ya became Emperaza of Mithya, Mithya was celebrating with the grandest Octoversary ever. For the first time, the 32 stars of Tara–the supersun with the cool rainbow coloured light–had come down to dance at the celebrations. But their dance was rudely interrupted by Shoon Ya’s evil twin, Shaap Azur, who broke out of his prison below the heaving seabed of Dariya and captured all 32 stars in the Silver Spinternet, plunging Mithya into darkness.

The stars could be rescued, but only if the 32 riddles Shaap Azur had hidden on the eight worlds were solved within an octet. Enter sweet-faced Zvala, child of Fire, athletic Zarpa, child of the SuperSerpent Shay Sha, and animal magnet Tufan, child of the Wind–three gifted mithyakins who had been chosen by the Emperaza several octons ago to save Mithya from the Great Crisis.

Under the watchful eye of Shuk Tee, the Emperaza’s most trusted advisor, and the guidance of three expert Achmentors–hypnotic Achalmun, who trains their minds, scatterbrained Dummaraz, who strengthens their values, and full-of-fun Twon d’Ung, who fine-tunes their bodies–the Taranauts begin to blossom into brave, strong, responsible heroes that Mithya can be proud of.

For their first challenge, the Taranauts travelled to Zvala’s world of Shyn with their new friend Makky, a makara with an amazing sense of smell. After many exciting adventures, they cracked the hidden riddles and rescued the four Tarasuns of Shyn, the Emeralds.

An octoll later, the Taranauts found themselves in Lustr’s brain-scrambling Mayazaal, battling flesh-eating flowers, weeping trees and hostile minimits, before they set the Sapphires free. Their new friend, Zubreymunyun, the mysterious aquauto driver with ‘connections’, proved to be very helpful indeed.

In Sparkl, the world they chose to tackle next, the three had to play and win four deadly games if the Amethysts were to be saved. In the end, the Taranauts’ winning mix of superskills, razor-sharp intelligence, and heart, combined with superb teamwork, sees them through.

In his citadel, Xad Yantra, Shaap Azur is getting increasingly desperate. He assigns young, brash Ograzur Dusht the task of finding a traitor in ShoonYa’s camp.

Now a traitor has been found, and the Taranauts are in serious danger. Can they stay safe, and more importantly, rescue the Rubies? Now read on …


Mithya

Mithya A whole different universe, with eight worlds—Dazl, Glo, Shyn, Shimr, Lustr, Sparkl, Syntilla, Glytr—that bob around in the endless sea of Dariya, around the bad-tempered volcano Kay Laas. On top of Kay Laas, in the Land of Eternal Taralite, lives Shoon Ya, the Emperaza of Mithya.

Tara The rainbow-coloured supersun of Mithya. Tara has 32 stars in eight iridescent colours—the Emeralds, the Sapphires, the Amethysts, the Rubies, the Silvers, the Citrines, the Turquoises, and the Corals.

Tarasuns The 32 stars that make up Tara.

Taraday A day on Mithya. It is 48 dings long.

Taralite From 1 o’ding to 32 o’ding, the Upsides of the eight worlds, where most mithyakos live, stay out of the water and enjoy the cool colourful light of the Tarasuns. This part of the Taraday is called Taralite.

Fliptime At 32 o’ding, all the worlds flip over into Dariya. The moment when this happens is called Fliptime.

Taranite From Fliptime until 48 o’ding, the Upsides are turned away from Tara and into Dariya. During this time, they are in darkness, their buildings and vehicles and forests protected with force-fields called Dar-Proofs which prevent water from seeping in.

Downsides The halves of each world that stay in darkness, inside Dariya, for 32 dings each Taraday. These are scary, unexplored places, populated by creatures of the darkness and not-so-nice mithyakos.

Xad Yuntra The secret hideout of Shaap Azur, Emperaza Shoon Ya’s evil twin.

Magmalift A magma-powered elevator inside Kay Laas in which mithyakos can zoom up to the Land of Eternal Taralite.

Aquauto An amphibious cab with the ability to travel both on water and on land.

Aqualimo A much fancier aquauto used by VIMs (Very Important Mithyakos) to get around.

Cabamba Another kind of cab—but this one travels only on land.

Magnarail A superfast train.


One



‘Oooh! Looking spiffy there, Taranauts!’ The Taranauts whirled and grinned. Their favourite Achmentor, Twon d’Ung, was standing by the Magmalift they had just burst excitedly out of, looking admiringly at their All-Terrain Obverse Nanos—Zarpa’s pair a shiny black and silver, Zvala’s lavender with delicate golden swirls, and Tufan’s busy with an edgy blast guitarele pattern. ‘So what do these babies do?’

‘May I tell? May I? Please, please, please?’ begged Tufan, looking so eager that even Zvala didn’t have the heart to protest. ‘All yours, giz wiz!’ she said graciously.

Tufan turned to Twon d’Ung, his eyes shining. ‘So-oh, we all know what regular Nanos do—they help you zip around at twice your regular speed on flat land. But with these …,’ he bent and brought the aglets of the laces of his shoes together.
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Beep! As the aglets connected, the toe-caps morphed into blue-skinned touchscreens with a dozen blinking icons. ‘Now watch this!’ Tufan touched the icon that said ‘Roll’. A line of wheels popped out under each shoe, converting them into instant rollerblades! Tufan touched the Retract icon. The wheels retreated.

‘Now let’s show her Slide!’ suggested Zarpa. ‘Sure. Stay back, everyone!’ called Tufan, touching the ‘Slide’ icon. Slim smooth slats shot out from under the shoes, transforming them into gleaming skis. ‘Clamp!’ cried Zvala, unable to resist any longer. Quickly, before Tufan knew what was happening, she had touched the Clamp icon. Evil-looking crampon claws, perfect for getting a grip on snow and ice, leapt out of the sides and bottom of the shoes. Their sharp metal points grated against the skis.

‘Zvaa-laaa!’ yelled Tufan and Zarpa together. ‘You have to retract the skis before you press anything else, you sillykoof!’
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Zvala reddened. ‘Oops! Sorry!’ she mumbled quickly. Then she scowled. ‘But you both don’t need to gang up and yell at me like that either, all right?’

‘Like you wouldn’t have done the same if they had been your Nanos!’ snapped back Tufan. They glared at each other. Zarpa bent down for a closer look. ‘No damage done, you guys,’ she said, ‘Calm down.’

‘You lucky, lucky mithyakins!’ smiled Twon d’Ung. ‘These are absolutely the coolest, most mastastic shoes I’ve ever seen in Mithya. Where did you get them from?’

‘Aren’t they just?’ exulted Tufan, his irritation evaporating. ‘The Marani of Sparkl got them made especially for us, as a reward for rescuing the Amethysts.’

‘And we also got a durdekscope, a latlongmeter, a …’

‘Time out,’ called Twon d’Ung, glancing at her dingdial. ‘I’m supposed to get you to Zum Skar in the next ten dinglings, or Ms Shuk Tee isn’t going to be pleased. You can tell me all about your exciting new thingummies at our first session tomorrow. And,’ she paused, looking mysterious, ‘all of us here have something exciting to share with you as well!’

‘Like what?’ chorused the Taranauts eagerly.

‘Tomorrow,’ said Twon d’Ung firmly, although her eyes twinkled. ‘Fall in line, please.’

‘Aye, aye, Achmentor.’ The Taranauts saluted smartly and fell in.

Twon d’Ung grinned. ‘Quick march, then,’ she said, taking her place at the head of the line. ‘Left, right, left, right …’
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‘Well done, Dusht.’
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It was said quietly, without much ceremony, but Ograzur Dusht, who adored the mithyaka on the black tantrite throne, felt his heart swell with gratitude. He bowed low. ‘Thank you, Master,’ he said, before adding reverently, ‘There is no greater joy than serving you.’ Shaap Azur nodded, and turned to the rest of the Ograzurs. ‘We have found our mole in the Emperaza’s camp!’ he announced, carefully avoiding his old Achmentor, Vak’s eyes. ‘Now we can always stay one step ahead of those meddling Taranauts. Mithya will be ours yet!’

‘Harharazur!’ The Ograzurs thumped their tables in approval. ‘Mithya will be ours yet!’

Ograzur Vak joined the chorus—it would not do to show his disapproval too openly, especially because there was also, in his case, the question of loyalty. All those octons ago, when Shaap Azur was still at Zum Skar, he had promised him, Vak, a place in his closest circle when he came to power. Vak had laughed it away—he had no doubt that Shaap would become a Very Important Mithyaka some day, he had said, but he himself was a mere Achmentor, not a politician, and Shaap would surely find others younger, cleverer and infinitely more talented to help him when the time came.
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Then, many octons after Shaap Azur and his twin Shoon Ya had graduated, they had found themselves rivals in the race to the ultimate prize—the Emperaza-ship of Mithya itself. In the end, Shoon Ya had become Emperaza, and a shattered Shaap merely Dewanaza of the Downside, but one of the first things he had done after taking over was to contact his old Achmentor and make good his long-ago promise. Vak had been deeply touched. Whatever he felt about Shaap’s actions now, he could not betray that affection and trust.

‘Even amongst ourselves,’ Shaap Azur was speaking again, ‘we will only ever refer to this … this secret agent … as Dro Hie: The Mole. His name—and I only say ‘his’ as a convenience, it could well be a ‘her’—is known only to Dusht and myself.’ Dusht beamed. There was a low rumble of disapproving murmurs from some of the other Ograzurs.

‘It is for the best,’ Shaap Azur went on firmly. ‘That way, even if one of your Demazurs, or—Kay Laas forbid it!—one of you is captured, they will never be able to find out who Dro Hie is.’ His eyes grew dark as he scanned the room. ‘Whatever the oh-so-noble Upsiders may think,’ his voice rose bitterly, ‘there is a strong code of honour among the Downsiders, and we will never let the safety of anyone on our side be compromised!’
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‘Hear! Hear!’ cheered the Ograzurs. ‘More power to Dro Hie!’

At the far end of the table, Hidim Bi cleared her throat. ‘Master, if I may…’

‘Speak, Hidim Bi.’

‘Dro Hie will need all the help he can get, and we can do better than sitting on our hands here in Xad Yantra. I suggest we create enough … um … distractions … in each of the eight worlds to keep the Emperaza’s forces occupied, so that the Mole can work undisturbed.’

Shaap Azur stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘That is a very good idea, Hidim Bi. But,’ he said firmly, locking eyes with his most difficult lieutenant, ‘I don’t want anybody hurt, mind, as far as possible.’

‘Of course.’

‘Will you lead that operation, please?’

Hidim Bi’s lips twisted into a smile. The smile, instead of softening her face, made it look crueller than usual. ‘It will be my pleasure, Master,’ she said, bowing.
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Two



In the Tower Room at the Palace, the Taranauts ran from one window to another, enjoying the view. In the north, the world of Shyn glowed a soft green, bathed in the light of the Emeralds. Way away in the southern sky, the Sapphires twinkled brightly, enveloping Lustr in azure light. And now, a purple haze lit up the eastern sea around Sparkl. Zarpa looked up at the Amethysts and sighed happily—the last octoll’s challenges had been far tougher than the previous ones, and the Taranauts had had some very anxious moments, but it had all been worth it for this. Her home world, even if she did say so herself, looked heart-wrenchingly beautiful.
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