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A letter from Sheila …

The idea for The Crystal Run had been rattling around in my head for a few years before I decided to write it. It’s a very different type of book to the ones I’ve already written because it’s an adventure story set on another world, and the two main characters are teenagers. I didn’t set out to write a book for younger readers; all I wanted to do was tell the story, but the more I thought about it, the more I realised that the book would be stronger and more interesting if Joe and Kaia were in their teens.

One of the things I like writing about most is how people react when they find themselves in unexpected situations. Nothing could be more unexpected than the situation Joe finds himself in and it was great fun taking him, and Kaia, on their journey.

Books were a huge part of my life when I was younger, and I loved to spend time meeting new characters who later became familiar friends to me. I want anyone who picks up The Crystal Run, no matter what their age, to get the same sense of adventure and excitement I do whenever I open a book. I hope you enjoy Joe and Kaia’s story and that they become as real to you as they are to me.



Part One

SANCTUARY
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The two boys were at the corner of the street. They were standing close to each other, not talking, just watching. They were both dressed the same, in grey trousers and blue hoodies. The grey trousers were part of the school uniform but the blue hoodies were their own. The boys were tall and broad and muscular. They looked like they played sports, or worked out. They looked older than the boys in Year 9.

Joe Hunter didn’t look older than anyone else in his school year, and he didn’t look like he worked out. He knew that even if he spent hours in the gym he never would. He was lean and gangly, all arms and legs. He wasn’t good at sports. He was also slightly hard of hearing. Which meant that guys like Greg Nolte and Niall Keller saw him as a bit of a target.

Joe didn’t want to be a target. He liked to steer clear of trouble. So when he saw Niall and Greg ahead of him, he crossed the road. He felt a bit of a wimp doing it. But it was the best option.

He readjusted his headphones as he passed them on the opposite side of the street. Joe didn’t wear earbuds because of his hearing problems. The trouble was that he struggled with softly spoken words or hearing people who were more than a couple of metres away. He needed sounds to be close and clear. Usually he got on all right but occasionally it was a bit of a struggle. He wore invisible hearing aids to make things easier.

He was closer to Greg and Niall now. They’d stepped out from the wall and were looking at him speculatively. Joe glanced around. The road was a quiet one, a short cut home from the school which circled some waste land and disused buildings. There was nobody else on the street. He gritted his teeth and kept walking.

‘Hunter!’ Greg called to him. ‘Nice headphones, man.’

Joe slid the headphones from his ears so that they were around his neck.

‘I said nice headphones, Hunter,’ repeated Greg as he and Niall crossed the road. ‘Jeez, what’s the point in you having good cans if you can’t hear anything?’

‘I can hear,’ said Joe.

‘So why didn’t you say something?’

Joe shrugged.

‘Hand them over,’ said Niall.

‘What?’ Joe looked at him warily.

‘You mean pardon.’ Niall laughed and so did Greg. The two of them slapped each other on the back as though they were each the funniest people they’d ever met.

‘Hand them over,’ said Greg.

‘Why?’

‘I want to try them.’ Greg took his iPod out of his pocket.

Joe weighed up his options. There was no way Greg would give them back. But there was no chance they were going to let him walk by either. Joe looked around again. The road was still deserted.

‘C’mon,’ said Greg. ‘Hand them over.’

‘No,’ said Joe.

‘I’m warning you, Hunter.’

Joe didn’t know what to do. It wasn’t worth getting into a fight over the headphones. But his dad would be furious if he found out that they’d been taken from him. They were expensive.

‘Give me a break,’ he said. ‘They were a present from my dad.’

‘Where’d he get them?’ asked Greg. ‘I thought your dad was out of work.’

‘Part time,’ said Joe. Maybe if they thought he had no money, that the family were down on their luck, they’d back off. ‘Everyone’s on shorter hours. Money’s a bit tight.’

‘Yet he wasted it on buying you these.’ Greg shook his head. ‘And it’s a waste cos everyone knows that if you can hear at all, you listen to crap.’

‘Give them over,’ said Niall.

‘No,’ said Joe again.

As he spoke, Niall lunged towards him but Joe, without even thinking about it, twisted away from him and began to run.

‘Hey!’ yelled Greg. ‘Get back here, you moron!’

Joe ran faster. He wasn’t a speedy runner but he had longer legs than either Greg or Niall. The thing would be to try to make up a bit of distance in front of them. But he wasn’t sure he could do it. He ran down the road and then turned sharply left, hoping to shake them off even though he knew it was impossible. Worse than impossible, he realised with some horror, because he’d chosen Taylor’s Lane to run through and it seemed to be blocked at one end. It shouldn’t be. He knew that it joined the road he’d just left with another one which snaked around the disused buildings. He’d been down this lane hundreds of times before and it had never been blocked. He wasn’t entirely sure what was at the end of it. It seemed like a wall of shimmering metal right across the gap where the road should be.

Was it a solid object? If it was, perhaps he could climb it. If it wasn’t, then there was no question that Niall and Greg would catch up with him and beat him up. If it really was solid metal it would be shiny and slippery and difficult to climb. But it was the only means of getting away. He could hear them shouting behind him. They hadn’t missed him turning into the laneway. They were catching up.

He ran faster, putting on a spurt so that he would have some energy behind him when he launched himself at the shining wall. He kept his eyes firmly on it as he got closer and closer and then he leaped as high and as hard as he could, his fingers totally extended as he reached for the top.

A jolt of electricity surged through him and he was dazzled by a brilliant white light. He felt his body slam into the wall. And then, almost in slow motion, he began to fall.
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His head ached. That was the first thing. So did his back. His arms too. Joe couldn’t remember anything after hitting the wall. He didn’t know if Greg and Niall had caught up with him. If they’d taken his headphones. If they’d given him a beating at the same time.

He tried to open his eyes but, right now, they were gummed shut, as though he’d been asleep for a long time. Maybe he had. Maybe he’d been beaten up so badly that he’d been knocked unconscious. Or maybe he’d been momentarily stunned by slamming up against the wall, and even now Greg and Niall were standing over him and about to begin the going over that he was sure they wanted to give him. He swallowed hard. He rubbed his eyes and they flickered open. He was afraid that he’d see them looking down at him, ready to stamp on him or kick him. But they weren’t there. Not yet anyway.

He took a deep breath. No point lying here like a fool waiting for them. Better to do something. And if he wasn’t flat out in the laneway, better to know if he was in hospital and how hurt he might be.

The light was very bright. So bright that initially Joe thought that he was actually on an operating table. That he was being put back together after whatever had happened and that he’d woken up in the middle of it. Which, he thought, was going to be very painful. But there were no voices and he couldn’t make out any people around him. Plus, he realised, he wasn’t on any kind of table or bed or chair. He was lying on the ground. Yet it wasn’t the muddy ground of the laneway. It was a smooth, tiled surface, slightly warm to the touch.

Joe blinked a few times and then pulled himself into a seated position. He was sitting on the floor of a long covered passageway. The tiles were mosaic in vivid shades of green and white. The walls were covered in the same mosaics, but these were multicoloured and formed a variety of patterns which Joe eventually realised were depictions of bizarre animals along with unrecognisable symbols. There were tigers with wings, birds with huge, serrated beaks and creatures he couldn’t even begin to identify. As he studied them the animals seemed to shimmer and move, and the symbols pulsate. He rubbed the back of his neck, squeezed his eyes closed, then opened them again. He looked along the passageway which led from a closed arched door at one end to an open space at the other. He wasn’t sure what was outside – from where he sat it seemed to be a type of courtyard. There were more doors off the passageway, and large urns filled with enormous multicoloured flowers either side of them.

Where the hell am I? wondered Joe. And how did I get here?

He moved his head cautiously from side to side. The ache was beginning to disappear as was his slightly blurry vision. He stretched out his arms and legs, then got to his feet cautiously. Despite his aching body he seemed to be in one piece. He picked up his headphones which had somehow slipped from his neck and ended up a little further along the passageway. He felt in the pocket of his trousers for his smartphone and took it out. He looked at the screen. He’d charged it before leaving the house that morning so it still had an almost full battery. What it didn’t have, though, was a signal. Not even a faint one.

Joe began to walk slowly along the passageway. His steps seemed bouncier than usual, as though his body somehow weighed less. It was a strange sensation. He looked around him, half expecting Greg and Niall to appear and demand his headphones again, but he was completely alone. It was a relief to have escaped them, he admitted to himself, but where exactly had he escaped to? He examined the intricate designs on the walls but they gave him no clues.

He was still confused and disoriented when he reached the courtyard. It was about half the size of a football pitch, partially covered by a tiled roof which was supported by slender pillars. Like the walls and the passageway floor, they were covered in mosaic tiles. This time, they were shimmering white. A rectangular pond, with clear water, ran almost the length of the courtyard. There was a fountain at each end of the pond, although neither of them was working, so the water in the pond was perfectly calm, without a single ripple. In the centre was a flat, round stone with a hole in the centre. It was supported out of the water by sculptures of the winged tigers he’d seen in the mosaic tiles. These were undoubtedly some kind of mythical creatures from a story he couldn’t properly remember. The ground around the fountains and the pond was filled with small, coloured pebbles which glistened and sparkled beneath the warm sun. And that, Joe realised, as he looked upwards was another thing. The sun was shining brightly but there was also something else in the sky – a wide ribbon of light that arched across it. Joe had never seen anything like it before. It was like a pure white rainbow.

It was so hot that he didn’t need his maroon jumper. He took it off and at the same time undid the top button of his white school shirt. He left the jumper draped over the side of one of the urns of flowers that surrounded the courtyard. There was a strong scent from the flowers, somewhere between sweet and citrus. It was a pleasant smell, although Joe didn’t recognise it.

He walked slowly around the courtyard, in the shade of the tiled roof. He could see that there were doors leading into the building that surrounded it, but all of them were closed. He tried to open them one by one, but they were all locked too. The windows were shuttered, which made him think the building was deserted. He sat down on a stone seat and rubbed the back of his head. He still had no idea where he was. Or how he was going to get home.
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When the noise came, it frightened him so much that he leapt up from the stone seat. It was the sound of a bell. Not a tinkling, cheery bell, but a loud, thunderous tolling bell. It rang three times and then stopped. Out of the corner of his eye Joe saw one of the doors at the end of the courtyard begin to open slowly. He ducked down behind one of the huge tubs of flowers.

A tall woman (taller and thinner than any woman he’d ever seen before) walked out of the door. Her hair was blue-grey and pulled high on to her head. Her face was long and narrow and her eyes were a piercing blue. She wore a full-length silver dress which caught the light of the sun. She was followed by a boy and a girl, both of whom seemed to be about the same age as Joe. They were dressed identically, in shimmering green tunics over cropped green trousers and flat black trainers. The boy’s dark hair reached his shoulders and was pulled back into a narrow plait, held in place by a green ribbon. The girl’s hair was much longer, blond, and also held back with a green ribbon, although in her case her plait was a far more complicated style. The woman stood at one end of the rectangular pond, the boy and girl either side of her, their palms pressed together as though they were about to say a prayer. Then the bell tolled again and a group of four boys and four girls, all of a similar age, walked through the door and lined up on the opposite side of the pond to Joe. He crouched down even lower behind the ceramic pot as he looked at them. They wore the same tunics, ribbons and trainers, only in white.

The tall woman raised her arms above her head and began to chant in a language Joe didn’t understand.

The group of eight knelt by the water. They bowed their heads towards it. Then seven of them stood up and turned around so that they were facing away from the pond.

The woman stopped chanting and clapped her hands.

Another door opened and four men walked out. They were dressed entirely in black and carried short black canes in their hands. They stood beside the fountains in pairs. Then they pressed on the engraving on each fountain. There was a whooshing sound and an arc of water spurted from each one. Only it wasn’t water, Joe realised. It seemed to be a translucent wave of energy, because bright lines of blue and green flickered up and down its length like a force field. The men pressed another engraving on each fountain. The wave flattened out, so that it was like a sheet over the pond, stretching further so that it also covered most of the courtyard. Then a final press of the engraving and objects appeared on top of the force field itself. At first they were transparent but after a few minutes they seemed to solidify. A beam. A wall. A climbing net. Shining silver balls and then more beams, this time spinning. Joe realised that it was an obstacle course.

A final object appeared at the end of the pond. It was a huge square with large blue dots making a circular pattern in the middle of it like a clock face.

The girl who had remained kneeling now stood up and walked to the opposite end of the pond. She removed her white tunic and trousers and placed them neatly on the ground. Underneath, she was wearing a white one-piece suit. The bell rang again, once. The girl ran towards the first object in the obstacle course, which was the beam. As she began to cross it, Joe saw that the dots were turning red. He guessed she was being timed.

The girl was quick. She hardly touched the surface of the beam as she ran across it. Then she climbed the net with ease. She skimmed the silver balls, scrambled beneath more netting, ran across the spinning beams and then threw herself at the wall. But even though she was tall she couldn’t reach the top. And she couldn’t find anything to grasp to pull herself higher. She tried jumping, but she couldn’t get enough height in the jump. She pressed her hands to the wall, pushing it as though she was trying to find a hidden hand hold. But it was too smooth.

More and more dots on the square were turning red as she tried and tried to climb the wall. Eventually they were all red and the assault course suddenly disappeared, leaving her standing on the force field. She stayed there for a moment, a beaten expression on her face.

‘Doza,’ said the tall, thin woman.

The girl took a deep breath, then bowed slowly and walked to the woman. She stood in front of her. The woman removed the white ribbon from her hair and handed her a black one which the girl used to tie back her hair again. She bowed once more and rejoined the group, standing at the end of the line and looking in the same direction as them, away from the obstacle course.

The next person in the row stepped forward. A boy this time. His hair was short but he wore his white ribbon around his forehead. It made him look tougher, harder. His bow to the tall, thin woman was short and quick. Then the men in the black tunics pressed the buttons on the fountains and the obstacle course appeared again. The dots on the timer were reset and the boy took a deep breath before beginning the course. But as he ran across the beam he lost his balance. He wobbled for a moment, trying to regain it, before he fell. A siren sounded, the obstacle course faded, and he stood up, a grim expression on his face. The tall, thin woman waited until he approached her, then exchanged his white ribbon for a black one, just as she’d done with the girl.

Each person in the line tried to complete the obstacle course. One by one they failed, had their white ribbons exchanged for black ones and rejoined the line, their backs to the course.

The final attempt was made by the smallest of them, a girl, and Joe didn’t rate her chances very highly. No matter how good she might be over the beams and the netting, she’d never conquer the wall. He watched as she bowed to the thin woman and then started her run at the obstacle course. She was quicker than the others and lighter on her feet. She barely touched the obstacles as she crossed them. Then, as she approached the beams, she slowed down. Her hands went to her hair and she undid the white ribbon, twisting it around her wrist as her unbound hair cascaded down her back in dark waves. She hesitated for a moment then ran at the beams. But instead of sprinting across them as the others had done, she cartwheeled over them. As she reached the last spinning beam, she used its own motion to throw herself at the wall. At the same time she threw the ribbon, which caught the tiny spikes at the top of it. She used the ribbon as a rope to pull herself to the top where she stood precariously, gripping it with her toes.

There were still twelve blue dots on the square when she jumped from the wall and landed on a small circle. She pushed the button on a pole beside the circle and the obstacle course disappeared.

The bell rang. The seven others turned around. The tall, thin woman waited until the girl had walked back to her then placed her hands on her head.

‘Yisha,’ she said, then stepped back.

The boy and the girl in green stood in front of her and lightly touched their foreheads against hers. They stood to one side while the men in black surrounded the others and marched them back inside the building. A few moments later they returned.

The boy and the girl bowed to them and walked to the far end of the courtyard where they opened a door and went inside.

The girl knelt down again, her head almost touching the ground while the men pressed the engravings on the fountains again. The force field vanished. Then, out of the slab in the centre of the pond, rose a long, gleaming pole. It was like a thin spire shining in the sunlight. It reached about the height of a three-storey building. As Joe watched, spikes emerged about a quarter of the way up the pole, leading to a small platform near the top.

The four men stood beside it. The girl walked to them. Then one man made a cradle with his hands which she used to step on to his shoulders. She could just about reach the bottom spikes. As she took hold of them the man pushed her higher so that she was able to pull herself upwards. Joe watched anxiously as she managed to get a firm hold of the higher spikes and then curl her body so that her feet rested on the lower ones. She started to climb the pole.

When she got to the platform she stepped on to it. Then the men raised the black canes and cracked them like whips. As they cracked for the third time, black ribbons streamed upwards and wrapped themselves around the girl, pinning her tightly to the shining spire. The bell rang again. More spikes began to appear on the spire. These were longer and thinner and seemed to pass right through it. Joe realised, with a mounting sense of horror, that when they reached the girl they would impale her.

The blue dots on the square began to turn red. There were a lot more dots this time, so she clearly had more time to free herself before she was killed by one of the spikes. But it wasn’t going to be easy. She was already straining against the ribbons with little effect, although her expression was calm and determined.

The men pressed a final engraving on the fountain opposite. Jets of water shot towards the girl. She twisted and turned to avoid them, as they, in turn, changed speed and direction. Hard as it would have been to free herself before, it was twice as difficult now.

The men and the tall woman all bowed towards her. Then they filed out of the courtyard leaving her alone.

Except for Joe.





 

 

 


[image: images]



 



4

Was it a punishment of some sort? wondered Joe. But if it was, it was horrific. He had to do something to help her.

The spikes continued to come out of the spire like deadly needles, sharp and unforgiving.

Joe looked around. The courtyard was very definitely empty except for the two of them. But there was nothing lying around that could help him to help her. He stepped out from behind the big tub of flowers and walked towards the pond. His steps still felt springy and light.

The girl didn’t see him. She was too busy avoiding the water jets and trying to free her arms from the ribbons. Joe could hear her groaning with the exertion. He went to the fountain and pressed the engravings as the men had done earlier, but the water continued to flow. And the blue dots continued to turn red on the large square.

Joe splashed his way through the pond to the base of the spire. The girl was now looking at him with a startled expression. Her writhing beneath the ribbons became even more frenzied.

‘It’s OK,’ called Joe. ‘Don’t worry. I can help you.’

Although he still wasn’t sure how. He looked at the tapering pole. The lowest spikes were at least two metres high, which was out of his reach. Even if he wasn’t standing in water and could jump, he didn’t think he could reach them. But he had to try anyway. He took a deep breath. He bent his knees and concentrated as hard as he could. Then he leapt out of the water, his hands above his head.

He didn’t know how he managed it. He’d never jumped as high before in his life. Somehow his body seemed to be both lighter and stronger as he grasped the spikes and then, with his right hand, reached for the higher set. They were smooth and the same width all round, making it easier than he expected to pull himself up. Then he jerked back and nearly fell again as one of the sharper, pointed spikes suddenly shot through the spire and missed him by centimetres.

Carefully, but as quickly as he could, he climbed towards the platform.

‘It’s OK,’ he called again as she worked frantically at the ribbons. ‘I can help.’

She stared at him from big blue eyes. Her hair was wet from the spray of the water, and damp strands were stuck to her face. But the white one-piece appeared to still be dry. Droplets of water rolled off it and on to the pole.

‘I can do it.’ Joe tried to sound confident as he pulled at the ribbons which tied her. The girl looked at him in horror as the needle spikes came closer. Then the ribbons slid through Joe’s hands, greasy and slippery like long strips of seaweed.

‘De uko bea?’ the girl gasped. ‘De uko bea?’

‘I don’t understand you,’ said Joe. As he spoke, the last of the ribbons came loose. He felt himself slip and he reached out to grasp one of the spikes. The needle caught his palm, tearing at the skin as he missed it and fell towards the pond. But he didn’t fall as hard and as fast as he expected. Instead, his fall was slow, giving him time to turn in the air so that he landed on his feet in the water. He wasn’t hurt at all, although the cut across the palm of his hand was stinging.

A moment later the girl was beside him. She stumbled slightly and he put out a hand to steady her. She twisted away from him and then jumped out of the water and launched at him with a type of Martial arts kick. Joe was so surprised he didn’t get out of the way quickly enough and ended up on his back in the pond. The girl stood over him, her fists clenched.

‘What the hell did you do that for?’ gasped Joe.

‘Voh am,’ she said. ‘Voh am, Haaken Gizi.’

‘Stop!’ Joe twisted out of her way as she aimed another kick at him. ‘Are you crazy? I’m trying to help you!’

‘Haaken Gizi!’ she cried and leaped at him again.

Joe jumped away from her, out of the water. He surprised himself again with how high he jumped.

‘I want to help you,’ Joe told her. ‘Look, let’s be friends, huh?’ He held out his hand. She continued to stare at him. And then she took his hand in hers. For a moment he thought she was going to squeeze it and he gasped in anticipation, because it was the hand he’d hurt as he’d slid from the pole, but instead she looked at the cut on his palm in puzzlement.

‘De uko bea?’ she asked.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Joe. ‘I don’t know what you’re saying.’

‘De uko bea? Haaken?’

‘I don’t know who Haaken is,’ said Joe. ‘I’m Joe. Joe.’ He pointed at his chest and repeated his name. Then he looked at the big square in the corner of the courtyard. Fewer than half of the blue dots had turned red. Which he hoped was a good sign.

‘No uko bea Haaken?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Joe again. ‘Look, I don’t want to seem rude or anything but shouldn’t you get the hell out of here before they return? Before those dots turn red? Because I’m sure those guys will be back then. Expecting to take your body down from that pole.’ He wondered why he was bothering to say anything at all. He didn’t understand her and she didn’t understand him.

He could see uncertainty in her eyes. Then she put her hand into a hidden pocket in the white one-piece and took out an object that seemed like a tiny shell. She handed it to him. He looked at it and shrugged.

‘Joq.’ She pointed at her ear and then his. ‘Mag ig Joq.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I can’t.’

‘Joq.’ She caught his wrist again and lifted it to his ear.

‘I have trouble hearing,’ he said. ‘I have hearing aids. I can’t put this in my ear.’

He turned his head to show her. She touched both his ears and the aids fell out. Then she placed the shell inside instead. He scrabbled in the water for his aids but they were submerged in water. He began to panic.

She spoke again. ‘Jour.’

He could hear perfectly. Better than ever. He touched his ear. He knew the shell was in it but he couldn’t feel it.

‘Jour.’ She indicated her mouth, opening and closing it as though she was speaking.

‘You want me to talk?’ Joe asked. ‘You want me to speak to you?’

She nodded. ‘Jour. Jour.’

‘What do you want me to say?’ He glanced at the square at the end of the pool. It was almost completely red. And the spikes were nearly at the top of the pole. He was pretty sure that the men would return soon and he was equally sure he didn’t want to be around when they did. So he started talking rapidly. ‘My name is Joe Hunter. I live with my mum and dad. I have a younger sister. Her name is Susan—’

‘Jour. Jour,’ she said again.

‘Who are you? Where am I?’

‘Joe,’ she said slowly, although she pronounced it ‘Sho’. ‘You are Sho. You are a Hunter.’ She looked at him warily. ‘The Haaken are hunting now? Hunting Carcassians?’

He looked at her in astonishment. ‘How on earth did you do that? Can you speak English?’

‘The Joq,’ she said, indicating his ear. ‘The Joq makes you understand.’

‘It’s like a translator,’ said Joe. ‘Wow. That’s amazing. Who makes it? Apple? Google? Is this a secret testing facility? Am I in Silicon Valley?’

She looked puzzled. ‘I do not know this apple or google,’ she said. ‘I do not know this Silicon Valley. I do not know you.’

‘I don’t know you either,’ said Joe. ‘Who are you? Where are you from?’

‘If you are here you must know,’ she replied. ‘And if you are not Haaken … is this part of the test?’ She shook her head. ‘You are Haaken. You are a terrorist descendant of the Kanabians caught behind the Shield when it was erected. You must be. You are here to betray me.’

‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,’ said Joe. ‘I’m from England.’

‘Eng-land? Is this a Haaken stronghold? We have not been told of it.’

‘I wouldn’t exactly call it a stronghold,’ said Joe. ‘The thing is … I don’t know how far away England is. I don’t know where I am. Or how I got here.’

‘If you are not Haaken.’ Her face darkened and her body stiffened. ‘You are Kanabi.’ She suddenly sounded horrified. ‘A Kanabi spy. In Sanctuary.’

‘I’m not a spy!’ cried Joe. ‘How can I be a spy? I’m still at school.’

‘School?’ She looked at him disdainfully. ‘Do you think I am an ignorant child that you would say such a thing to me? You are too old for school.’

‘Maybe here, wherever we are, you leave school sooner. But I’m at Oakview Secondary,’ he said. ‘Look.’ He retrieved his jumper and showed her the school’s crest. A large oak tree with the motto ‘Together We Are Stronger’ underneath.

She looked closely at it. ‘What is this? This is not Haaken. Or Kanabi.’

‘I told you,’ he said. ‘English. I’m from England.’

‘Where is this Eng-land?’ she demanded. ‘Why are you here? How did you breach the Shield?’ Her voice was hard but he thought she also sounded scared.

The Shield must have been the shimmering wall at the end of the lane. Somehow he’d passed through it, leaving Greg and Niall behind. But where had he ended up?

‘I have wasted time talking to you,’ she said not wanting for him to answer. ‘This is part of the test. I must prove my worth to the Leaders of Carcassia by killing you.’

Joe stared at her. Being beaten up by the school bullies suddenly seemed a much better option. He stepped backwards but she grabbed his arm and held it tightly.

‘I will kill you if necessary,’ she said. ‘But I will not do it unseen. That is not my way.’

‘For God’s sake, give me a break!’ cried Joe. ‘I thought I was helping you but all I want is to go home. That’s it. Honestly.’

He meant it. Right now he wanted to be in his house on the Summerhill Estate, playing Call of Duty on his Xbox and eating the tea and toast his mum always gave him when he got home from school.

‘You are lying,’ she said. ‘You are a Haaken Gizi and you have been sent to test me. The final round of the Gimalle is the hardest. Everyone says so. And now I know why. It is your life for mine.’

‘If that was the case I would have let you be killed on that damned pole!’ cried Joe. ‘I wouldn’t have rescued you.’

‘You did not rescue me.’ Her voice was full of scorn. ‘I would have released myself and completed Gimalle.’

‘I thought you were being punished for something,’ said Joe. ‘I thought you were in trouble. And stop calling me a Gizi. I’m not a terrorist.’

‘Perhaps it is a coward I should be calling you,’ she said. ‘It is easy for you to scoff at our ways but you would be dead already if it was not for people like me.’

‘People like you?’ asked Joe.

‘Do not pretend.’

‘I’m not pretending,’ pleaded Joe. ‘Who are you? What are you?’

‘I am Kaia Kukura,’ she said. ‘I am a Carcassian Runner.’
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‘You’re an athlete?’ said Joe. ‘And this is how they train you here? What distance do you run?’

She looked at him, puzzlement in her eyes. ‘I am training for the Kerala,’ she said. ‘For the Crystal Run. You know this already, Haaken Gizi.’

Joe had no idea what she was talking about. He was totally confused and he reckoned that his arm would be black and blue from where she was gripping it. And his stomach, where she’d kicked it, was aching.

‘I realise you’ll be tired of hearing this,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know what the Kerala is. And I don’t know what a Haaken is. And I’m not a Gizi, I’m not a terrorist.’

‘What else can you be?’ she asked. ‘You will not succeed in your mission. I will keep you here for them.’

‘Them?’

‘The Yeppuno,’ she said.

‘The men who were here earlier?’

‘They protect the Runners,’ said Kaia. ‘To the death,’ she added.

Joe didn’t like the sound of that.

‘This has nothing to do with me,’ he said. ‘All I know is that I was being chased, I got an electric shock, and when I woke up I was here.’

Kaia ignored him and glanced at the square. The last blue light turned red. The bell tolled again.

‘They will be here soon,’ she said. ‘They will be surprised. They will be expecting to see my body as the time has run out.’

‘What about me?’ asked Joe.

‘I do not know if they will be expecting to see you,’ said Kaia. ‘But if it is a case of you or me, I am alive and you are my prisoner.’

Joe didn’t want to be a prisoner. Those guys in black, the Yeppuno, had taken this girl, tied her to a pole and shot water jets at her while deadly spikes nearly impaled her. And this was apparently some kind of training. If this was how they treated their own people, how would they deal with a stranger? Especially one they might think was a terrorist?

‘They will question you,’ she said. ‘You will answer them as you have not answered me.’

‘Kaia …’ He looked anxiously at her and then the door at the end of the courtyard opened. The tall, thin woman walked in, followed by the Yeppuno.

All of them stopped when they saw Kaia holding Joe by the arm. The woman’s expression was shocked.

‘Akka,’ she said.

The shell in Joe’s ear didn’t translate it. But he didn’t need a translation to know that she was ordering the Yeppuno to arrest him.

They marched over to him and two of them grasped his shoulders. He squirmed and a third man cracked his cane. Black ribbons flew from it and wrapped themselves around his wrists and his ankles. Joe felt himself topple over but he was caught by one of the Yeppuno who held him upright.

The woman turned to Kaia, who bowed deeply to her.

‘What have you done?’ the woman asked in horror. ‘You have not defeated the course. You have brought someone to Sanctuary to assist you. This is forbidden, Kaia Kukura. You have shamed yourself and all who run.’

Kaia shook her head. ‘I did not bring him here. I did not ask for his assistance,’ she said. ‘I do not know him. I was taking the challenge when I saw him. I thought he was Haaken, sent to kill me. Or that he was a test.’

‘Haaken.’ The woman stared at Joe. ‘He does not appear Haaken.’

‘He claims not to be,’ said Kaia. ‘Perhaps he is a Kanabian spy.’

‘That cannot be,’ the woman said firmly. ‘We are protected by the Shield. No Kanabian can pass through it.’

‘He says he is from a place called Eng-land.’

The woman looked at him in astonishment. She turned to Kaia and began to speak rapidly. The shell was having trouble keeping up. But Joe caught some of it.

‘I’m not a traitor or a terrorist,’ he said, when he heard the word Gizi again. ‘I told Kaia already. I’m not from here.’

There was more rapid conversation between Kaia and the tall woman. Then she turned to Joe.

‘How did you reach Sanctuary?’

‘This place? I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I was coming home from school. I was being chased. There was a wall … where there hadn’t been before. I tried to climb it and then suddenly I was here.’

‘You climbed a Duqq to get into Sanctuary? That is not possible. You will be kept here,’ she said. She nodded at the four guards. ‘Akka.’

They grabbed Joe by the arms and began to drag him from the courtyard.

‘Kaia!’ he cried. ‘Where are they taking me? What are they going to do with me?’

But she turned away and didn’t answer.


 

They brought him to one of the rooms which opened from the passageway he’d first found himself in. They unlocked the wooden door with a huge old-fashioned key. The room was dim and cool with a very high ceiling. The walls were whitewashed stone. The only light came from a window close to the roof. There were other windows in the room but big shutters had been closed over them. There was a long wooden table in the centre with wooden chairs around it. Otherwise it was empty.

Joe leaned against the table while the men checked that the shutters on the windows were locked.

‘Kash,’ said one of them, and then they left.

Joe heard the key being turned in the lock behind them.

He eased himself on to one of the wooden chairs. His hands and ankles were still bound by the black ribbons. The good thing was that they hadn’t tied his arms behind his back and so he began to pull against the ribbon. It stretched slightly and a tiny tear appeared. He raised his wrists to his mouth and began to worry at the tear with his teeth. The ribbons had a slightly salty taste. When he’d freed Kaia, they’d been wet and slippery, but now they were dry and seemed to stick together. It took him ages of pulling and teasing, but eventually he managed to free his hands. Then he got to work on his ankles. He had no idea how long it took to undo them, but when he did he sighed with relief.

But he was still in a locked room on what appeared to be another world. And he couldn’t see any way out. The only door was the one he’d come in through, the one that the Yeppuno (which the Joq had actually translated as ‘protectors’) had locked. The shutters on the windows were locked too. He rattled them just to make certain but they didn’t budge. He was trapped. Unless he could somehow climb up to the window near the ceiling. But that was at least four metres high and, even standing on the table, he wouldn’t be able to reach it.

Nevertheless, he had to find a way home. It wasn’t that he wouldn’t have liked the opportunity to find out more about where he was, but he didn’t want to hang around for the whole ‘being questioned’ thing. Especially as they kept on mentioning the words ‘terrorist’ and ‘traitor’. Terrorists and traitors always ended up in big trouble. And the way Joe looked at it, he’d had his quota of trouble for the day.

So. Jump to the window, climb out, find a way back home.

Easy.

Not.

He stood on the table. The window, which was close to the roof and had a small ledge beneath it, was still way out of his reach. He lifted one of the wooden chairs. It wasn’t as heavy as he expected and he was able to put it on to the table. Even standing on the chair, though, he was well short of reaching the window. He wondered if he could jump high enough to catch hold of the ledge. His first thought was probably not, but then he remembered how high he’d jumped to free Kaia from the pole. Higher than he’d ever jumped before. And it had been easy. Maybe he could jump higher here, in Carcassia.

He took a deep breath. He bent his knees.

Then he propelled himself forward, his arms stretched out above him.
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It was as though he were moving in slow motion towards the window ledge. He had time to stretch his arms even further in front of him. It had been an unbelievable jump. He was going to make it.

His fingers touched the ledge and he held on as tightly as he could. Then he began to pull himself upwards. It wasn’t as difficult as he expected. As before, he felt lighter than he normally did. Less weighed down by his own body. It was a strange sensation.

He continued to pull himself upwards until finally he was sitting on the ledge. He had to scrunch himself up to fit on it, but at least he was at the window. There was a round hook at the top of it and he pulled it. The window tilted and opened horizontally. Joe grimaced. If it had opened outwards, like his bedroom window at home, it would have been much easier to escape through. But this window swung on a hinge and so the gap was only half as big as it could have been. He was going to have to squirm out of it. And when he did, he would have to be really careful because beneath him was the sloping tiled roof that ran around the courtyard.
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