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A note from Sheila …

 

Writing for younger readers has been a wonderful experience. But even more wonderful has been hearing from so many of you. Thank you to everyone who got in touch with me saying how much you enjoyed The Crystal Run. I really hope you’ll enjoy following Joe and Kaia’s story in The Shield of Lies.




1

Joe Hunter was beginning to sweat.

A few minutes earlier, he’d felt very cold, so either the dimly lit room had started to heat up, or his temperature was rising because he was worried. And Joe had a good reason to be worried. He was on another world and he’d just attacked a man who was now lying unconscious on the stone floor. But it wasn’t really the thin man with the severe face that concerned him. It was the girl sitting on the doctor’s table in the centre of the room. The girl the man had come to see. Her name was Kaia Kukura and Joe needed her to trust him. He needed to rescue her before anyone knew he was here.

‘Come on, Kaia,’ he urged. ‘We’ve got to get out of this place before that guy regains consciousness.’

She said nothing. Her wide eyes were almost black. That frightened him. Kaia’s eyes adapted to the light. In the sun, they were usually a vivid blue. In a dim room like this they turned green. He’d never seen them so dark and expressionless before.

‘Trust me,’ he said. ‘We need to find a way to get you back to Carcassia. We have to save you and your country. Trying to save Carcassia is what got you here in the first place, remember?’

She frowned.

‘You must remember, Kaia,’ he said. ‘You were training for the Crystal Run when I suddenly turned up. Everyone thought I was a spy or a terrorist but I was sent through the Shield with you.’

She kept staring straight ahead as Joe continued talking, desperately trying to get through to her.

‘You were supposed to put Kerala crystals in sites called Loran to keep the Shield powered up,’ he said. ‘But the Loran were destroyed and we discovered the bodies of the other Runners there. It was horrible. Then we were captured and—’

‘You lie,’ said Kaia in a voice that still didn’t sound like her own. ‘No one can pass through the Carcassian Shield. You are trying to trick me.’

‘I would never trick you,’ he told her. ‘I care about you.’

Her eyes seemed to lighten for a moment and then she gritted her teeth. ‘I do not need anyone to care about me,’ she said. ‘I am a warrior.’

‘Even warriors need other people,’ said Joe. ‘We were strong together before, Kaia. We can be again.’

She said nothing.

‘We need to get out of here,’ he said. ‘We should head for the Carcassian border. From there we can try to communicate with your Leaders. That is if I can modify our Links to use as transmitters. We have to tell them that everything they’ve taught you about the Run is wrong. They have to try powering down the Shield long enough for you to return.’

‘The Loran,’ she said slowly. ‘We are betrayed.’

She was echoing the words that had been carved into the walls of the ruined sites deep in the enemy territory of Kanabia. When they’d seen them, they’d both known that the Crystal Run wasn’t working out the way it was meant to.

‘We are betrayed,’ she repeated. ‘And the Runners must die.’

Joe looked at her and shivered. Once again, her eyes were pools of black in her pale face. Her Kanabian markings, the ones she’d painted on herself as a disguise, stood out more clearly too. He noticed his own wrist for the first time. His markings had been almost invisible back on Earth but now they were stronger and brighter in the faint light of the small crystals set into the floor of the room.

‘You’re a Runner and I don’t want you to die,’ he said.

‘The Carcassian Runner died when the Muqi poison entered her bloodstream. I am reborn. I am Kanabi.’

‘Oh, Kaia …’ He was close to tears. ‘You seemed to remember earlier. You called to me to save you. You want to help Carcassia. I know you do. You’re not a Kanabian. You never will be.’

‘Get away from me, traitor!’ She suddenly leaped from the table and stood in front of him, a fierce expression on her face. Then she took a few steps back before running at him and kicking him in the stomach. Joe stumbled backwards and fell over the thin man who was still unconscious on the ground.

‘Kaia!’ he gasped. ‘Stop!’

She was close to him now and put her hands around his neck. For the first time since they’d met, Joe was truly afraid of her. He grabbed her wrists and tried to break her hold on him, but she was stronger than she looked. He kicked out as they rolled across the floor. Once or twice he connected with her body, but she didn’t seem to notice.

She was going to kill him. After everything they’d gone through together he was going to die in a Kanabian prison because of Kaia Kukura.

‘Please.’ His voice was a croak.

And then, just as he’d expected her to tighten her grip still further, she let him go and doubled over in pain.

Joe looked at her warily as she staggered across the room and knelt down beside the unconscious jailer. With trembling fingers, she opened a concealed section of the silver case. It was lined with red velvet. Small glass vials shaped like teardrops were set into individual spaces. Kaia took out a vial of orange liquid, broke the top and then swallowed the contents. Almost at once she started to groan.

Then she crawled to a corner of the room, where she sat, doubled over, occasionally crying out in pain. Joe wanted to comfort her, but every time he approached her, she moved away from him. So he waited. After what seemed like forever, she pulled herself to her knees and began to retch violently. Steaming black liquid poured from her mouth and nose and pooled around her. Joe watched her anxiously but did nothing.

Finally, the retching stopped. She edged backwards until she was leaning against the wall. Her face was paler than ever and covered in sweat. This time Joe went to her.

‘Kaia?’

‘Sho.’ Her voice was faint. ‘Sho Hun-ter. You came.’

Joe felt a flicker of hope. She’d always called him Sho.

‘Of course I came,’ he said. ‘I came for you.’

He took her hand in his and squeezed it gently. They sat side by side for a moment and then Kaia spoke again. Her voice was a little more like her own now.

‘I am sorry I attacked you,’ she said. ‘When I am … when I am Kanabi I can see what I am doing. I can hear what I am saying. But I cannot stop myself.’

Although he would have liked to hold her tight to comfort her, Joe knew that Carcassians didn’t like being hugged, so instead he put his arm very gently around her shoulders. She rested her head against him.

‘I thought I had killed you,’ she said, after a moment. ‘When I threw the Kerala at the wall of power and when it exploded in a wave of light and noise I thought I had killed us all.’

‘You remember now?’ he asked. ‘All of it?’

‘I do not know exactly what I remember,’ she said. ‘But I remember that I thought you were dead.’

‘I was sent back to Earth,’ he told her. ‘The explosion created another portal.’

‘But you are here.’

‘There was a machine in the hospital,’ he said. ‘It seemed to connect to the Link and sent me back.’ He glanced at the bracelet with its decorative stones that was around his wrist. One glowed yellow, showing he was close to Kaia who’d been linked to him before they set out on the Crystal Run.

She pulled herself upright and looked at him. Her eyes were no longer entirely black. They were now a warmer shade of brown.

‘Is it you again?’ he asked. ‘Are you all right?’

She shivered. ‘I do not know. They have poisoned me with their Kanabian drugs. Everything is unclear to me.’

‘Oh, Kaia. Is there anything I can do to help?’

‘You helped by fighting me,’ she said. ‘You made me want to fight too. Fighting cleared the fog in my head and helped me recall the antidote. The Shebba uses it to bring me back. It makes me sick and I am Carcassian once more.’

Joe glanced at the unconscious man. He didn’t think anyone who was supposed to be a doctor, which was what the Carcassian word meant, should be experimenting on someone the way he’d clearly been doing on Kaia.

‘So … are you yourself again?’ he asked. ‘Are you better?’

Her smile was weak. ‘I am not perfect, Sho Hunter. But now that you are here to help me, perhaps things will improve. At least the Shebba can give me no more of his vile concoctions. And I will not have to hear …’ She stopped.

‘Hear what?’

She shook her head. ‘The scattered thoughts of a Kanabian,’ she said. ‘It is like there is someone talking inside my head, but the words are random and I cannot properly understand what I am hearing.’

‘I’m sure that feeling will go.’

‘I hope you are right. So many things have happened recently I cannot remember what is real and what is not.’

‘Can you remember what happened to you after the explosion?’ asked Joe.

‘Thaxo Mabai and his troops brought me here.’ She shuddered at the name of the sadistic Kanabian military leader. ‘They told me that I would die like all Carcassians. But that before I did they wanted to …’ She closed her eyes and said nothing for a moment.

‘What, Kaia?’ asked Joe. ‘What did they want?’

‘I was the only Carcassian Runner ever to have reached the final Loran,’ she said. ‘All of the others died at either the first or second. Mabai wanted to know how I survived. The air at Zwemat and Domote is poisoned. I should not have lived. Neither should you. They need to know why I am different.’

‘Poison!’ Joe was shocked. ‘Maybe that’s why you were so tired at Zwemat, remember? And perhaps the poison helped that spider at Domote to grow the way it did. But it might only affect people from your planet. From Charra. Maybe I was immune because I’m from Earth.’

‘You may be right but I still do not know why I survived. However, it is certain that we are betrayed. The bodies of the dead Runners at the Loran prove it. The question is, Sho Hun-ter, who has betrayed us?’

‘We’ll find out when we get out of here,’ he promised. ‘Can you walk?’

‘It will be difficult.’ She tried to stand but her legs gave way beneath her. ‘I am sorry,’ she said, as Joe caught her. ‘I used all of my strength to fight you, Sho Hun-ter, and if I had not suddenly remembered who I was, you would surely have defeated me. The drugs they used to try to find out more about my body and my mind have left me weak. But I will recover.’ She crawled towards the silver case again and looked at the remaining vials. She selected a rose pink one and broke the top. The room was filled with a soft, floral scent, which was very soothing.

Kaia swallowed that too.

‘He gives it after he punishes me,’ she told Joe. ‘The effects are temporary. But it helps to numb the pain.’ Her eyes grew even lighter and she gave him a faint smile. ‘Now, Sho, we need a plan.’

He gave her a relieved smile. She was sounding more like herself again.

‘The plan was always to find a way to warn your Leaders about what has happened here, so they don’t send any more Runners,’ said Joe.

‘But things may have changed,’ she reminded him. ‘I failed to place the Kerala. The Shield may have fallen. Carcassia may already be at war with Kanabia.’

‘And yet we know that despite the fact that we couldn’t replace the crystals, the Shield was still working when we were captured,’ Joe said. ‘Hopefully it’s still in place – at least as far as keeping Carcassia and Kanabia from going to war is concerned. From our point of view, if it’s just a bit weaker it might make it easier to communicate through it.’

‘We must go,’ said Kaia. ‘The Shebba will be missed soon. They will come looking for him. And although you did a really good job in attacking him, Sho Hun-ter, I am not sure you will be able to deal with more than one person at a time. In my current condition I am no help to you. I need more time to regain my strength.’

‘I’m not sure time is something we have a lot of,’ said Joe.

‘We will leave now.’ She got unsteadily to her feet. ‘But we must restrain the Shebba first.’

Joe lifted the man on to the table where Kaia had been lying. She used the leather straps hanging down each side to secure him. Then she looked into the silver case again. She ran her fingers along the inside until she found a tiny button, which she pressed. A third, smaller, compartment of the case opened. Inside was a long, slender needle and a single vial.

‘We will sedate him,’ she said. ‘You did a good job when you hit him earlier, but he will wake up.’

‘Actually, I was sort of expecting him to wake up before now,’ admitted Joe. ‘I didn’t mean to hit him quite so hard.’

‘He is Kanabian.’ Kaia’s words were dismissive. ‘He deserves all he gets.’

‘All the same …’

Joe winced as she expertly injected him with a green liquid from the vials.

‘He will sleep for a day,’ she told him. ‘That should give us the time we need.’

Her steps were steadier as she walked to the shelf where Joe had found his tunic earlier. Hers was there too.

‘Please turn away, Sho Hun-ter,’ she said as she took it down.

He did as she asked. When she told him it was OK to turn around again, he beamed at her. Wearing the tunic, she looked more like the Kaia he remembered. She smiled as she started to braid her hair, although it took her longer than usual.

‘My hands are still shaking,’ she explained. ‘They have given me many drugs over the last weeks.’

‘Weeks!’ exclaimed Joe. ‘I was back on Earth for a few hours. Although,’ he admitted, ‘I’m not really sure how long I was in hospital. Even so, it seems that time passes differently here than it does on Earth. A week here seems just an hour there. I’ve seen movies where that happens.’

‘It is of no consequence,’ Kaia told him. ‘We are here now and living on borrowed time. We must find a way to tell the Leaders of Carcassia what has happened. And if the Shield has fallen, we will fight with my people against the Kanabian Chan until we die.’ She almost spat out ‘Chan’, the swear word the Carcassians sometimes used when talking about their enemy.

Kaia was far too keen on doing things to the death, Joe thought, as he closed the Shebba’s case. But, fortunately, despite everything they’d gone through together, neither of them had managed to die so far.

‘We should take this case with us,’ he said. ‘I’ve put some crystals in it and the vials could be useful.’

‘I do not know what all of his potions do,’ Kaia told him. ‘But you are right. We will take it.’

‘Maybe more crystals too,’ he said. ‘They help to power my mobile phone and even though I can’t use it as a phone, it’s a useful compass.’

Kaia nodded. They no longer had the rucksacks that had been given to them before they set off from Carcassia, but there was a type of duffle bag on one of the shelves and she began to fill it with the small crystals. She also took some coloured ribbons, like the Flagali that the Carcassians had used to tie Joe up when they’d first captured him, and a selection of small pots filled with what looked to Joe like different-coloured pastes.

‘Healing balm,’ she told him when he asked her what they were. ‘They are not as effective as the Shebba’s potions but they are helpful.’

‘Anything else here that we could take?’ asked Joe. ‘Food, for example?’

‘You are always hungry, Sho,’ she said. ‘But I am sorry. The Kanabians do not give much food to their prisoners.’

‘They starved you?’ He was horrified.

‘They gave me Lukka,’ she said. ‘It is a kind of soup. That is all.’

‘No wonder you look so awful,’ he said.

‘I do not wish to look awful,’ she said. ‘I wish to look like I always look.’

‘You’ve only had soup to drink and nothing to eat. And they’ve been pumping you full of drugs! For someone who’s gone through what you’ve gone through, you look great,’ Joe assured her.

‘I think you are being kind.’ Kaia pulled the cord of the duffle bag tightly closed. Then she took a deep breath and stood up as straight as she could. ‘The time has come. Let us escape.’

‘At last,’ said Joe. ‘Escape it is.’
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Kaia opened the door cautiously, just a crack at first, and then a little wider. Natural light streamed through the gap, which surprised Joe. He’d expected them to be walking into one of the many dark and gloomy corridors of the castle at Lagat, the capital of Kanabia, where they’d been taken prisoner.

‘Is it safe?’ he whispered to Kaia.

‘Yes.’ But her response was uncertain.

‘Are there guards?’ He peered over her shoulder and frowned.

The door had opened on to a large circular space, surrounded by a brick wall. It appeared to be completely empty. There was a red metal trapdoor in the ground, secured closed by heavy bolts.

Kaia stepped forward and Joe followed her. The space wasn’t entirely enclosed. On one side was an opening, where the light was coming from. They could feel a cold breeze blowing through it too. Despite the warmth of his tunic, Joe shivered.

Through the opening he could see a long, narrow bridge. It looked like a rope bridge and swayed in the breeze, but the ropes seemed to be made of steel cables and in the place of the wooden slats of a normal rope bridge, the slats on this bridge were of shining, polished metal. They were also turned upwards, so that they looked like blades, making them almost impossible to walk across. Especially as the blades seemed to have been honed to a sharp finish. It was obvious that anyone trying to step on them would have their feet sliced to ribbons before they’d gone a step. The bridge reached across a wide, deep ravine and then joined another building at the far side. The building was a four-storey cube and the bridge was connected to the top floor. Joe now realised that he and Kaia were in a tall tower. Because both sides of the ravine were at different heights, the cubed building seemed to be as high as the tower, but as Joe looked up and down it was clear that the tower itself was the taller building. They seemed to be on the highest level, though it was impossible to know what was below them. And impossible to see a way down.

A stronger gust of wind blew along the ravine and the bridge creaked and swayed.

‘Where are we?’ Joe turned to Kaia in surprise. ‘This isn’t the castle at Lagat.’

They stood together at the start of the bridge and peered over the silver rope. Far below, they could see a tumbling river racing through the rocky ravine. Kaia closed her eyes and, after a moment, turned to Joe with a look of frustration.

‘I do not know,’ she said. ‘I should know. I have a memory of being brought to that room … But it is jumbled. I was wrapped in different cloths and chained and then … illness. I remember only illness.’ She grimaced. ‘I am certain I was locked in there the whole time. There are so many thoughts in my mind, Sho. But I still do not know what is real and what is not.’

‘Well, this is pretty real,’ he said. ‘And I hope it’s not our only way out of here. We should try to open the trapdoor. There’s no way we can cross that bridge.’

Kaia nodded and the two of them turned back to the circular room. They knelt down at the trapdoor and attempted to undo the bolts, but they were screwed tightly and nothing they did loosened them.

‘How about one of those small Kerala crystals?’ suggested Joe after they’d spent a fruitless fifteen minutes on one bolt. ‘They have energy inside them. Could we use one of them to blast the screws?’

‘Perhaps,’ said Kaia. ‘But to work effectively the crystals need something to conduct their power. They are weaker on their own and these crystals are Kanabian ones, so considerably weaker again than those from Carcassia.’

And that, thought Joe, was the whole reason the two countries were at war.

Kerala crystals grew naturally in the rich soil of the Carcassian south, but were much harder to cultivate successfully in Kanabia. The Kanabians wanted the power of the Carcassian crystals and were prepared to take them by force, which had led to a bloody war. So the Carcassians had built their Shield and lived in safety beneath it ever since. While he’d been running with Kaia, Joe had often thought that the two countries should get together and have peace talks. But now, after seeing what the Kanabians had done to Kaia, he was less sure about that idea.

Despite her doubts about the effectiveness of the crystals, Kaia took one from the duffle bag. She tapped it lightly against the bolt. A few sparks shot into the air and the crystal stopped glowing.

‘They are not strong enough to open this door,’ she said. ‘This one has already lost all of its power.’

‘It has to be possible,’ said Joe, pulling at the bolt again. ‘I bet this was how you were brought here.’

‘It is more likely that I was carried over the bridge,’ said Kaia. ‘I remember feeling like the ground was moving beneath me. Although I do not remember when, Sho. It is difficult.’ Her voice cracked and he stopped working the bolt.

‘I am not sure that I want to,’ she added.

Joe went back into the room where Kaia had been held captive. Joe checked the Shebba’s robes for a key that might open the trapdoor, but although he found two more vials of potion, which he took and put in the pocket of his own tunic, the so-called doctor had nothing useful for opening doors.

‘I am thinking that we will have to cross the bridge,’ said Kaia when he returned and told her this.

Joe’s heart sank. The sharp edges of the metal slats glinted in the sunlight. It would be utterly impossible to walk over them. He tried to guess how high they were, but all he could tell was that it was a very long way down. You’d be dead before you hit the rocks, he thought, as he looked intently at them. Crossing the bridge, even if it were possible, would be incredibly dangerous.

‘If you were brought across the bridge then we must be able to move those slats so that you can walk on them,’ he said as he turned to Kaia. ‘I can’t see how we can manage otherwise.’

Kaia knelt down and studied them.

‘I think they are controlled by a lever,’ she said. ‘But it is not on our side. It must be controlled from over there.’

‘Could we push them down? One by one.’

‘It would take a considerable amount of time. What if someone sees us from the cube?’ She stared across the bridge and frowned. ‘What is that place? What is this place?’

‘Maybe it’s somewhere they … they experiment on prisoners.’ Joe shuddered. ‘Perhaps the tower is where they keep people locked up and there’s a kind of hospital or something in the cube.’

‘Whatever it is, the jailers are hardly going to allow us to walk across their bridge,’ said Kaia. ‘It is clearly designed to stop people escaping.’

Joe nodded. ‘They must have lowered the slats so the Shebba guy could get across to you. They raise them while he’s here and lower them again when he’s ready to leave. So how much time would he normally spend with you?’

A shadow crossed Kaia’s face.

‘Sometimes it seemed like an eternity,’ she said. ‘Sometimes the time went quickly. Mostly it did not.’

‘Can you tell me more about what happened to you?’

Kaia stepped back from the bridge and sat on the floor, her back against the wall.

‘It is mixed up in my head,’ she said. ‘After the explosion I was unconscious. When I woke up I was in a cell. I checked my Link to see if the Muqi had been released. I knew that the time must surely be close. I was ready to embrace the destiny of all Runners as laid down by our Leaders, and to die for my country. As I looked, the stone turned black and I could feel the heat of the poison travel through me. I gave thanks for my life and asked for forgiveness for my failure. And I waited to die.’

‘Did the Kanabians save you?’ asked Joe in surprise. ‘Did they have an antidote to the Muqi?’

‘A group of women came for my body. I heard one cry out that I was still breathing. She was shocked. She said that it had been a day since the Muqi had entered my bloodstream. I was very confused. Runners usually die within seconds of the poison being released, but I had lost my sense of time. I heard her say that she couldn’t perform an autopsy. That I was a special one. She was very frightened. So was I.’

‘I’m not surprised. They were going to cut you open!’ cried Joe.

‘When they realised I was alive they left and returned later with the Shebba.’ Kaia’s nose wrinkled. ‘He made them bring me here. He examined me. I could feel it but I could do nothing about it. I was unable to open my eyes or to speak, even though I knew exactly what was happening. His breath on my face. His hands on my body.’

‘Oh, Kaia. What did he do to you?’

‘He poked and he prodded me as though I were a piece of meat,’ she replied. ‘Then he stroked the side of my face. Over and over. He kept talking about my skin and my muscles. He said I was an amazing specimen of Carcassian. He said he would find out why I was not yet dead. He said he wanted to keep me alive. For his research. And then he injected me. He took samples of my skin and my blood. He left and returned with Thaxo Mabai.’

Joe shuddered. He couldn’t imagine what she must have felt knowing that the head of Kanabian security was in the room with her.

‘Mabai said that they needed to know why I hadn’t died. He said I should have died at Zwemat. And then Domote. But even if I’d survived those, he said, the Muqi is a deadly poison. There is no antidote. He wanted to know if I had been modified somehow by the Carcassians. He was very angry.’

‘If he thought the Carcassians had deliberately created a Super Runner, I suppose he would be worried,’ agreed Joe. ‘But there was nothing different about you, Kaia, was there?’

‘The Shebba told him that there was something in my blood that had stopped the Muqi working. They analysed it. It was the venom from the Gosekka bite, Sho. The Gosekka nearly killed me, but it also saved me.’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Joe. He recalled the day Kaia had been bitten by the caterpillar-like creature and had gone into a coma. He’d been sure she was going to die then.

‘You kept me safe when I was bitten by the Gosekka and then the Mooni saved me by licking my wounds. And now the Gosekka itself has saved me.’

It had been a terrifying time, Joe remembered. Kaia had collapsed almost immediately and Joe had carried her to the shelter of a forest where they’d spent the night. He’d been horrified to find that thousands of Gosekkas were now blocking their way out of the forest. And then the Mooni had arrived. It was a large, gentle creature, somewhere between a horse and an elephant, and in olden times had been used by the Carcassians as transport. It had sunk to its knees in front of him and Joe had hauled Kaia into the hollow of its back. Later, when they were clear of the Gosekkas, the Mooni had licked the golden threads that were now covering Kaia’s leg. His actions had allowed the venom from the Gosekka bite to drain from the puncture wound in her leg.

‘You’ve got a lucky charm,’ said Joe. ‘You are a lucky charm!’

‘I am not so sure of that, Sho Hun-ter,’ said Kaia. ‘But it is true that I am alive and I should be dead, and for that I am grateful. But I also think that there must be a purpose to my survival. And that purpose is helping my people.’

Joe nodded. ‘We have to get out of here.’

‘Yes,’ Kaia said. ‘We must cross the bridge. I think it may be possible by standing on the cables.’

‘You mean, make our way along the outside edge?’ asked Joe incredulously. ‘Holding on to the handrail cable and using the one keeping the slats in place for our feet? You can’t be serious.’

‘It will be difficult,’ said Kaia.

‘We don’t even know how strong those cables are,’ said Joe.

‘Strong enough to hold the bridge in place,’ she pointed out. ‘Strong enough to hold the metal slats in place. Strong enough to cross it. Strong enough for us, Sho.’

‘What if the Kanabians are waiting for us on the other side?’ asked Joe.

‘That would be a problem,’ agreed Kaia. ‘But I do not see any other option. We cannot lower the slats to walk across it. We have failed to open the trapdoor in the tower. And even if we did, there is probably another below. And another below that. Besides, who knows what other prisoners are in this tower and what they would do to us if they saw us?’

‘You’re right,’ acknowledged Joe. ‘Though I really don’t like the idea of doing the nearest thing I can imagine to a tightrope walk over a ravine.’

‘Nor do I.’ Kaia gave him a slight smile. ‘But we have no choice. And if there are Kanabians waiting for us – well, Sho, we have defeated them before.’

‘Let’s hope our luck holds,’ Joe said, as he thought to himself that she always persuaded him to do what she wanted.

The two of them stood on either side of the rope bridge. Kaia handed Joe one of the rolls of ribbons from the bag.

‘We should tie this around each other,’ she said. ‘If one of us falls, the other can help them recover.’

‘If one of us falls, we’re both doomed.’ Joe looked down the deep ravine, with its rushing river, and shuddered.

‘Perhaps,’ said Kaia. ‘But I prefer to think that we would save each other.’

She began to tie the ribbon tightly around her waist and, after a moment, Joe did the same.

‘You should tie the case to you too,’ she told him, handing him some more ribbon.

‘OK.’

After Joe had secured the silver case he’d taken from the Shebba and both of them had checked on the knots in the ribbon that bound them together, they stepped on to the outside edges of the bridge. Almost at once it began to sway violently.

‘We need to do everything at the same time,’ said Kaia. ‘That will keep the movement to a minimum.’

‘OK,’ said Joe.

‘Are you ready?’ asked Kaia.

He nodded.

‘First step,’ she said.

The two of them shuffled their feet gingerly across the silver cable, holding the upper cable for support. The bridge continued to sway as the wind grew stronger. Joe’s stomach heaved and he clenched his jaw. He inched sideways, holding on tightly, staring straight ahead and doing his best to keep his feet centred. He tried not to think of the long drop beneath, or of the jagged rocks thrusting up from the raging torrent of the river.

‘Are you all right, Sho?’ Kaia looked across at him. Her face was serene and untroubled.

‘Yes.’

‘We are doing well,’ she said. ‘We are one third of the way across. This is something I trained for at Sanctuary. Do not worry.’

Even as she spoke a gust of wind stronger than any previous one rocked the bridge. The silver case, which Joe had secured around his waist, burst open and the crystals Joe had put inside the first compartment tumbled out. Without thinking, he let one of his hands go from the rail in order to catch the case. Almost immediately he slipped. The case flapped wildly and Joe felt himself fall. He reached out and grabbed the cable he’d been standing on, clamping both hands around it.

‘Sho!’ Kaia gasped.

He could feel the ribbon tight around his waist. Above him, Kaia had hunkered down to lessen the tension on the ribbon.

‘I’m still here,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know for how much longer. I can’t keep holding on, Kaia.’

He couldn’t believe that he was going to plunge to his death so soon after seeing her again. He would never see his parents again either. Sooner or later they would realise that he had disappeared from the hospital and they’d think … well, he didn’t know what they’d think, but he knew they’d be worried and upset. Especially when he didn’t come home. He cried out. He couldn’t help it.

‘You are not going to fall, Sho,’ Kaia said calmly. ‘You are connected to me. I will save you, like I promised.’

‘I’m going to fall and I’m going to bring you with me unless you cut me free,’ said Joe.

‘Do not speak nonsense,’ said Kaia. ‘First of all, you must release the Shebba’s case.’

He glanced down at it. The wind was catching the open sides and making both it and Joe sway far more violently than was necessary.

‘I can’t do that without letting go of the rope,’ said Joe.

‘You can hold it with one hand,’ she said.

‘Are you crazy? I can’t.’

Joe didn’t know if it was because it simply wasn’t possible or if it was because he was afraid to let go of the rope even with one hand.

‘Please, Sho.’ Her voice was still calm.

‘Kaia …’ He took a deep breath then took one hand off the cable. The hand still holding it felt as though it was on fire and his shoulder ached with the effort.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Now untie the case.’

Joe fumbled at the knot he’d tied around the handle of the case. He’d tied it tightly so that it wouldn’t come free easily. Now he wished he hadn’t been so careful. Another gust of wind caught the case and Joe felt both it and him being blown almost beneath the rope bridge.

‘Sho!’ This time Kaia’s voice was strained as the ribbon joining them together pulled her closer to him and threatened to drag her across the sharp edges of the metal slats.

‘I’m OK. I’m OK.’ He spoke quickly as he got back to work on the case. ‘Nearly … there!’ He let out a short cry of triumph as the knot finally released and the case fell away. He didn’t hear it hit the river below.

‘Well done,’ said Kaia. ‘Now you must pull yourself up again. You are strong, Sho Hun-ter. You can do this.’

He’d forgotten about his strength. That in this world he seemed to have more power than on Earth. That he could jump higher and run faster and generally be a better version of himself. He took a deep breath. But it was still difficult to swing his legs high enough so that he could get them over the lower cable. When he did, he rested for a moment. The next stage was to try to grasp the upper cable again. It was a task that seemed beyond him.

‘You can do this,’ repeated Kaia. ‘I believe in you, Sho.’

He took a deep breath and then pushed himself upwards, catching hold of the cable on his first attempt, and gripping it firmly. He sighed with relief. His hands were on fire and his legs were shaking. But he was still on the bridge and still tied to Kaia.

‘Thanks for not cutting the ribbon,’ he said. ‘It would have been the right thing to do.’

‘I could not,’ she said. ‘I do not have a knife.’

‘As good a reason as any.’ He grinned.

‘I would not have cut it anyway,’ she assured him.

‘I’m sorry I lost the case.’ He glanced at the ravine for a moment and then back again. Looking down made him dizzy.

‘It does not matter,’ said Kaia. ‘We have supplies in this bag.’

They began to move along the silver cable again. The wind continued to blow strongly and every so often they had to wait until some of the gusts subsided, but after what seemed like an eternity suspended over the ravine they eventually made it to the other side. They stepped on to a small, circular platform and both of them sunk to their knees in relief. Joe looked at his hands. They were red and raw from holding the cables, while Kaia’s were trembling almost uncontrollably.

When her hands were finally steady Kaia opened the duffle bag and took out one of the small pots.

‘I did not think we would need to use this so soon,’ she said as she unscrewed the top and dipped her finger inside. She smeared some of the colourless paste on Joe’s palms. After a couple of seconds he felt the pain subside.

‘That’s pretty good stuff,’ he said.

‘Many Kanabians were Shebba before the war,’ she said. ‘They have excellent medicines. Let us continue. There is a door ahead of us.’

‘There’s always a door.’ Joe gave her a weak smile. ‘Where does it lead, though? Is there any other way we can get down from here?’

Kaia shook her head. ‘Unfortunately not.’

She was right. When Joe looked over the platform he could see nothing other than the sheer sides of the cube building. There was no other way down from the platform. They had to go through the door.

Kaia was the one who tried it. She pushed against it gently and, to their surprise, it unlocked straight away.

‘Be careful,’ whispered Joe.

She gave him a scornful look and opened it a fraction further. It led into a small, square room with nobody inside. An oval window faced on to the circular platform, and when they looked through it, Joe and Kaia realised that it was like a giant telescope, focused on the tower they’d just left. It seemed close enough to step outside and back into it without having to bother with the rope-bridge. In front of the window was a long table with two chairs. From the worn fabric of the seats, it was clear that they were usually occupied. The walls of the room were painted white, and there were twenty of the small Kerala crystals set into one of them. Each crystal had markings on it, which Joe knew were Kanabian numbers, although he couldn’t remember which one was which.

There was a large book on the table. It was open and Joe could see that the pages were divided into columns and that some of the columns had been filled in.

‘This is a guard room,’ said Kaia, who was reading the writing in the book. ‘A guard room for the tower, which is a Kanabian prison. We were right about that. The prison and this building, which seems to house administration and other … other … dignitaries …’ She struggled with the word. ‘I do not really understand what they mean by that, Sho. Important people do not usually live close to a prison. But that is what it says. Anyway, this place is called Xeya and there are twenty cells in the tower. I was in cell number twenty.’

‘So that trapdoor probably led to a room like the one you were in,’ said Joe. ‘And there was another prisoner in there too. And another below that too.’

‘Perhaps.’ Kaia continued to study the book.

‘I wonder what sort of prisoners they keep there.’

‘I do not know,’ said Kaia as she turned a page. ‘But I can tell you this. According to their notes they expected me to die long before now. The Shebba could not understand how I lived after some of the procedures he performed on me.’

‘Oh, Kaia.’

‘I am lucky you came when you did, Sho Hun-ter.’ She kept reading. ‘Today they planned to give me Vizah oil. Carcassians cannot drink Vizah oil, although Kanabians are said to enjoy it.’

‘They would have poisoned you and this time it would have been lethal?’

‘So it would seem.’

‘I think we’d better get the hell out of here before any more of them turn up,’ said Joe.

‘I think so too,’ agreed Kaia.
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They made their way carefully out of the guard room. They were now in a long, curved corridor. Much to Joe’s surprise, because he thought it would be spartan and basic, the walls and floors were made of a white marble and flecked with gold and silver sparkles. It reminded him of a weekend at a luxury hotel his family had once stayed in, thanks to an online offer. That hotel had been all marble and polished wood too. It had had a fantastic games centre as well as a flashy spa. His mum had been anxious the whole time, though. She’d said it was all far too fancy for her.

He felt a pang as he thought of his family. He didn’t want his mum to worry about him. But if time was passing more slowly at home than here, she might not even have noticed he was missing yet. He certainly hoped so.

He and Kaia walked slowly along the corridor. Just like a hotel, there were doors on each side of it. A small Kerala crystal was set into an alcove in the wall outside every door. They all glowed white.

‘This place reminds me of the Citadel,’ murmured Kaia.

Joe nodded. Carcassia’s Citadel, where the Runners were honoured before setting out, had been very impressive.

‘Nothing in Kanabia should look like Carcassia,’ said Kaia. ‘Kanabians cannot appreciate the beauty that we possess.’

‘Some do, obviously,’ murmured Joe as they arrived at another corridor intersecting the one they were in. ‘What d’you—’

He broke off as he heard the sound of voices in the distance.

‘We need to hide,’ said Kaia.

Before he could stop her she’d pushed open one of the doors. The Kerala crystal in the alcove outside turned blue.

‘Kaia—’

But she’d already stepped inside. He followed her.

Now they were in what looked like a large conference room. A long table with chairs on either side took up most of it. There was a bowl of multicoloured flowers in the centre. On the wall at the far end of the room was a large white board. The wall facing Joe and Kaia was made entirely of glass, and was partly open. A white curtain billowed in a gentle breeze.

‘What is this place?’ wondered Kaia.

‘An office building?’ suggested Joe. ‘With meeting rooms? My uncle works in an office, though it’s not half as showy as this.’

Kaia still looked puzzled. She pushed open a door and revealed a white and chrome bathroom.

‘A water shower.’ Her voice was full of longing. ‘Oh, Sho, I would very much like to use it.’

And then they heard the footsteps grow closer and stop outside. Joe dragged Kaia into the bathroom and locked it just as the outer door opened.

‘Haaken!’

They heard the voice call out.

‘Haaken? Are you there?’

They kept quiet, although Joe was afraid that whoever was outside would hear the thumping of his heart in his chest.

‘He does not appear to be here,’ said the voice again. ‘We can make the checks we want.’

Joe and Kaia exchanged anxious glances. If the two men opened the door to the bathroom, they were doomed. But all they heard was the sound of drawers being opened and closed.

‘There is nothing here, Mabai,’ said the voice.

At the Kanabian leader’s name, Joe and Kaia stiffened.

‘All we have are the maps that he showed us and the information he has already given us. Information we knew before he ever came here.’

‘We must deal with this Haaken soon,’ said Mabai. ‘The Shebba tells me that the Runner will die tonight. The Haaken’s life must end too. I do not trust him. The Haaken may have once been Kanabian but their aims and ours are completely different, Chai Horon.’

Joe remembered when he’d first arrived at Sanctuary Kaia had called him a Haaken Giri. Giri meant terrorist. And that the Haaken were descendants of Kanabians who had lived in Carcassia but were unable to leave when the Shield was powered up. They continually protested to be allowed to return to Kanabia but the Leaders wouldn’t permit it. As a result, the protests sometimes became violent, and the Haaken were considered responsible for frequent attacks on the Citadel.

‘The only interesting information we got from the Haaken was about the Outsider,’ said Horon. ‘The elusive stranger who was sent with Kaia Kukura on her Run. The Sanctuary Leaders did not inform those in the Citadel of his presence. It is a very long time since someone from the Outside has come to Charra. How did he get to Sanctuary? Why did they let him leave? I would like to know more of this.’
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