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Chapter 1

FREYA

Freya’s heart pounded in her chest as she sprinted through the scrub. Her sandals scattered tiny stones with each footfall, her honey-brown braids slapped her back and her long fringe fell into her eyes. Another rock whizzed by her head as she finally made it into the darkness of the shadow of the Wall. Due to the lateness of the day the shadow cast a great distance, making it difficult for her pursuers to see her. She ducked and dodged between the scraggy mass of thorny bushes that grew close to the edge of the Chasm.

In this part of Medar the combination of poor soils and proximity to the Wall meant that nothing grew particularly well, but this close to the Chasm the vegetation consisted entirely of tussock grasses and stunted plants, interspersed with scraggly pine trees and thorny bushes.

Freya skidded under a particularly dense bush into a well-concealed hiding place. Her homespun leggings and leather tunic protected her from the thorny spikes above and the rough gravelly surface she was now lying on. This was familiar territory for her, and she knew that they wouldn’t follow her here. Most people didn’t dare come this close to the edge of the Chasm: a vertical drop to the depths of the land. But Freya had been here many times before and she was sure-footed and confident of her location.

She lay absolutely still, slowed her breathing, and listened for her pursuers. They moved through the bushes, only half-heartedly searching now, and their voices were uncertain as they approached the shadow. She concentrated on making as little noise as possible. They were just some of the village boys, a few years older than her, chasing her for sport. She was used to it; at nearly fourteen years old, she had never had any friends, due to her deformity. Her mother told her it had happened when she was about nine months old and was just learning to crawl.

Her mother, Martha, had been doing the weekly clothes wash. It was a laborious and sweaty job, plunging the clothing in the pot full of water, boiling above the hearth. She would use a stick to scoop the steaming clothes out of the pot and swing them at arms’ length into the scrubbing tub. Martha said she could’ve sworn Freya was sitting in the far corner of the room, playing with pine cones and yet, somehow, as she swung the streaming clothes from the boiling water, there was Freya pulling herself up by the edge of the tub. She had no time to stop the motion and had struck the baby fully on the left side of her face with the scalding clothes.

Martha had immediately dropped the clothes and rushed the screaming Freya to the nearest cold water, which happened to be in a bucket beside the door. She couldn’t immerse the scalded area under water for fear of drowning her, so she’d splashed handfuls of water onto the baby’s face as best she could, at the same time trying to console the screaming infant who writhed in her grip. It was lucky she had been able to cool the area so quickly, for although the skin was terribly blistered, it did heal and eventually faded to almost the same shade as the rest of her skin. But her left eye could not be saved: the iris had turned a milky green and the eyelid drooped, causing it to appear half shut. It had not taken long to realise that the child had lost all sight from the eye.

Despite the loss of one eye, Freya had grown normally in every other respect, and her mother had encouraged her to leave her fringe long, to conceal the abnormal eye as best she could. Nevertheless, it had been the source of much teasing and ridicule from the other children in the village. From a young age, Freya had learned to avoid them as much as possible and was quite content roaming around by herself.

When she was old enough, her parents gave her responsibility for looking after their goat, Nan. She got up early each morning to milk her. The warm liquid was delicious on their gruel, but barely enough for a family of four. Her older brother, Jack, was already seventeen and helped her parents to tend their crops—he had no time for his annoying younger sister. After she had completed her morning chores, Freya would release the goat out to the scrublands to graze at will on the sparse, tough grasses that grew at the village outskirts. Then it was off to school for the morning. She liked learning, but as none of the other children wanted to play with her, it was hardly a time she enjoyed. After lunch at home with her mother, and some quick chores, she was free to do as she liked, as long as she kept watch over the goat and herded it each evening into the lean-to adjacent to their home.

And so, Freya had become accustomed to solitude and, with the freedom to wander far and wide, she had explored the scrublands. At the village outskirts were the fields where the farmers grew their meagre crops. Beyond the fields, scruffy grasses grew in the poor soils, with gnarled, scrawny bushes dotted irregularly over the landscape—except for behind the village, to the west. In that direction, the bushes and scrub became thicker and denser, for in that direction lay the Chasm, and few people had any reason to go there.

As its name suggested, the Chasm was a rift in the earth that varied from less than one to more than five kilometres wide. It encircled the whole land of Medar, so that it was like an island. The Chasm was impossibly deep and, with nearly vertical sides, nobody ventured close to the edge—nobody who valued their life, anyhow. Once she’d thrown a rock the size of her fist over the edge—lobbed it as far into the Chasm as she could—and she’d never heard it hit anything, even though she’d strained her ears for a full ten minutes.

Beyond the Chasm was the Wall.

The grey mass of the Wall rose vertically from the top of the cliff on the opposite side of the Chasm until it disappeared into a pall of dirty, grey clouds. It was said that it never ended. Freya knew from stories that the Wall encircled the whole Land and that it was impenetrable. The Wall was always there and had always been a part of their lives. Its shadow reduced the sunlight available and this, in addition to living in a part of the Land that was less fertile than most, often meant that their crops were poor. What they did grow was barely enough to keep the family fed, and they hardly had any left to trade for other items they might need. Freya had never thought too much about the Wall. It was just a fact of life, like rain and clouds and the Master.

The village boys weren’t giving up this time, and Freya could hear them getting closer to her hiding place. Carefully, silently, she withdrew deeper into the depths of the thorny bush. Suddenly she froze and gasped as she realised that her feet were no longer resting on the ground but were dangling in mid-air! Luckily, the sound of her gasp was drowned out for, at that very moment, there was a thunder of galloping hooves.

One of the boys shouted, “Guards!”

“Quick, let’s go!” yelled another.

Freya could hear the apprehension in their voices, as they raced off, back towards the safety of the village, their prey instantly forgotten. For just as everyone knew to stay away from the Chasm, so too they knew to steer clear of the Guards.

The Guards’ sole purpose was to conduct the Master’s business, and the Master’s business was to prosper from Medar. When it came to the Guards, it was best to keep a low profile and draw as little attention to oneself as possible. There were rumours that bad things happened to people who got in the way of them.

Freya held her breath as the beating hooves came closer and closer … but did not slow, and raced by. The sound faded into the distance. She breathed a sigh of relief and drew her legs quickly towards her stomach. How could she be so close to the Chasm? She must’ve lost her bearings. But no, she saw as she craned her neck under her arm, it wasn’t the edge of the Chasm at all. She manoeuvred herself around under the bush, ducking her head so that she could have a better look, her hair catching in the thorns.

The bush’s gnarled roots clung to the edge of a hole in the ground— perhaps an old well. The opening was not large, but more than big enough for Freya to fall in. She wormed her way closer so she could peer in with her good eye. No, it wasn’t a well after all, as it was not a vertical shaft. Rather the walls of the hole sloped downwards at a gentle gradient, so that this was more like a tunnel than a hole.

The fading light meant that she could not see much at all. Curious, she reached for the tinder-box in her old leather satchel. She always carried that, slung diagonally over her shoulder, and it was now resting on her back. Gathering a small pile of twigs at the lip of the hole, she struck a spark onto the dry tinder and dropped it into the kindling. Instantly, the twigs crackled with flame. Taking care not to prick herself on the thorns, she snapped a thicker branch off the bush and held it to the fire. As soon as the branch caught, she threw a handful of dirt on the pile to extinguish the last flames, then carefully poked her burning stick into the void.

The burning branch did not cast its light very far, but it was enough to see that the tunnel continued to angle downwards. She slithered into the hole and wriggled carefully forwards on her belly and elbows, shielding the flame with her hand. The cavity was not large and ended a few metres farther down in an enlarged, dug out space—a cave! Freya could fit all the way in and sit down with only a small clearance above her head. If she had been much bigger, she would not even have been able to manoeuvre herself around. Whoever had made this place couldn’t have been much bigger than her.

The feathery roots of the bush grew through the ceiling of the cave and brushed her head. It smelt earthy, but it was dry. Careful not to touch the flame to the roots, Freya shone her makeshift torch around the confined space. The flame flickered and her shadow danced over the walls and ceiling. But she could still see the fading daylight at the entrance of the tunnel, and her torch was not in danger of going out. What a great little hiding place! She would turn it into a proper hidey- hole, her own secret place. Yes, she would come back tomorrow and bring some candles. Maybe she could even sneak one of her mother’s old blankets. She grinned, delighted with her discovery.

As she wriggled around to crawl back out of the tunnel, her foot caught in something on the floor of the cave. She tugged her ankle, but it wouldn’t come loose. Carefully, she reached back under herself to free the obstruction, expecting to feel a plant root. Instead, her hand encountered leather—there was something buried in the floor of the cave! Holding her breath, she scraped away the dirt with one hand, the other holding her burning stick.

Her excavation revealed a leather-wrapped object about the size of a small book. She prised it out of the ground and unwrapped it: it was some sort of tablet, and glinted and shone in the light. It was made of some sort of glass, but the surface was cloudy. It was hard to tell what it was in this light. It looked like it should be heavy, but she was surprised to feel it weighed hardly anything. And then, as she held her flame close to the object to examine it more carefully, she gasped as writing appeared on the surface, faint at first, then clear and bright:

Tyrelia! Land of gold

A land so lovely to behold

0, land of beauty, land of light

Joyous refuge, pure delight

Tyrelia! That land so fair

Of meadows green and clean pure air

Of stately trees in forests vast

Of ancient rocks from ages past

Then she noticed, etched into the bottom of the tablet, the following numbers:

50 - 63 - 92 - 99

Suddenly, she coughed as the smoke from her torch, which had been building up in the small space, caught in her throat. Hastily, she extinguished her flame and, more by feel than sight, she wrapped the leather back around the tablet, stuffed it into her satchel, and crawled back up the tunnel. Having wormed back out from under the bush, her heart thumping with excitement as much as exertion, she realised with alarm that it was almost dark—she should have been home ages ago. Sure that her mother would be worried, she quickly surveyed the scrub so she could memorise the location, and noted a large boulder a stone’s throw away. With a satisfied nod, Freya turned on her heel and set off for the village at a jog, calling to Nan as she went. It was not long before she heard the clanking of the goat’s bell. As she herded it before her, she pondered her strange discovery. She couldn’t wait to get home and look at it again.

As she neared her hut, a murmur of voices reached her ears and her thoughts immediately jumped to the thundering horsemen. She’d forgotten all about them! Rounding a bend in the path, a dozen people came into view, crowded around the doorway to her home. Immediately thinking something bad must have happened, she tied Nan back in her lean-to, and ran to the front of the house. But as she got closer she saw that the people were laughing and chatting happily, not in distress at all. Relieved, she squeezed her way through the throng and into her home. Her mother was busy chattering away to two other women and hadn’t noticed her enter.

She tugged on her mother’s sleeve. “What’s happened, Ma? I heard the horsemen …”

Her mother looked down at her with a flushed face and wide smile, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, Freya, there you are! We’ve been looking everywhere for you. You’ll never believe it … I can hardly believe it myself. Oh, it’s our lucky day!”

Martha swept Freya into her arms and spun her around.

“Ma, calm down. You’re not making any sense!” Freya laughed as Martha put her down, the jovial atmosphere contagious. “What’s happened?”

Her mother cupped Freya’s face with both hands and announced in a breathless voice, “We’ve been Selected!”

Freya was stunned. She stood motionless for a second, then jabbed her fist into the air and whooped with delight.

Her father and brother came over, and her father gathered the whole family into a massive bear hug, tears of happiness streaming down his face.

“That’s right, Freya,” he laughed. “Golden City, here we come!”


Chapter 2

BETRAYAL

As any citizen of Medar knew, being Selected to move to the Golden City was a ticket out of poverty and into a better life.

Freya’s family knew about poverty. Like most of the inhabitants of Nob, they were farmers, just managing to scratch out a living in this unfertile part of the Land. Their home was nothing more than a two- roomed, earth-walled hut with a thatched roof that often needed repairs. It was perhaps a little smaller than other huts in the village, but by and large it was typical of the majority of dwellings in Nob. There were of course the richer people, who lived in nicer places near the middle of the village: the blacksmith, the baker, and the butcher. Even so, only the Master’s Official, who visited once a year, had a house made of brick, with glass windows and a roof made of fancy tiles. Freya imagined that all houses in the Golden City would look like his.

Not that anyone they knew had ever been to the Golden City, but traders had passed through and told stories of its beauty and wonder. Nobody was entirely sure how many people got Selected and how often but, every now and then, the news would travel to Nob: a family here, a family there. And now it was their turn.

The next week was filled with happy activity as the family prepared to leave their tiny dwelling and the small town of Nob forever. Freya’s mother hummed to herself as she bundled up their belongings and wiped down surfaces. Freya’s father patted her mother’s bottom as he passed her, and her mother giggled! Freya was shocked and embarrassed.

If they had merely to pack up their house, it would likely have only taken a day, such a small amount of possessions did they own. But they also needed to harvest all their remaining crops so that they would be able to trade them on the way to the Golden City. Although being Selected meant that they were guaranteed a home and work once they got to the Golden City, they still had to make their own way there.

This posed their first problem: how were they going to travel? They had no horse or cart to carry their possessions, and the Golden City was at least twenty days’ hard walk away. While pondering their dilemma and trying to decide what they must leave behind, help came from the most unlikely quarter: grumpy old Garret. He seemed to be eternally in a bad mood, and was not afraid to show it. In fact, Freya couldn’t remember ever seeing him smile or offer a kind word to anyone. He had also been seen consorting with Guards more than once—doing what, she didn’t know. But whatever it was, it wasn’t likely to be anything good. Word was not to trust him as far as you could spit.

Nonetheless, he now offered to take them to the Golden City in his horse and cart. And this for no payment, which was the most surprising part of all. Old Garret was normally the most uncharitable person in Nob, even though, for some reason, he had more money than most. But he insisted, saying that he’d always wanted to see the Golden City. Besides, they could buy him his dinner and a drink or two along the way. Euphoric with their recent luck, Freya’s father, Thomas, gladly accepted the offer, as if accepting a gift from an old friend.

Despite their busyness, Nan still had to graze, which meant that Freya had snatched opportunities in which to study her mysterious tablet. She would find a well-concealed spot in the scrublands, far away from anybody, and carefully unwrap the object. It was the same every time: looking at it in the daylight, the face appeared unmarked, except for the numbers at the bottom. However, if she shone a flame so that it cast its light on the surface, then the writing would appear. She pondered the meaning of the words. What was this marvellous place, Tyrelia, described in the poem? It sounded so wonderful, so idyllic!

She asked her mother and her father, both of whom responded exactly the same: a distracted, “What? Don’t know what you’re on about. Please, can you …” and then an issued instruction to continue to help pack up their lives.

After that, she decided not to mention it to anyone. It seemed better that way. And someone had obviously gone to great lengths to conceal the tablet in the first place. Perhaps best she should keep it a secret for now.

And what about the numbers? What did they mean? Could they be a code? The more she thought about it, the more certain she became that they were a code. She didn’t know much about codes, but she knew about numbers: numbers were for counting.

So Freya counted. First of all, she counted all the words. There were twenty-one words in the first verse, and twenty-four in the second. Added together, that only came to forty-five, and the first number was 50, so that didn’t get her anywhere. Next, she tried counting letters. The fiftieth letter was the ‘T’ in ‘beauty’. The sixty-third letter was J’, the ninety-second letter ‘A’, and the ninety-ninth letter ‘N’. That spelt ‘TJAN’. Again, a dead-end. She tried counting the letters backwards: that spelt ‘TENL’. Nothing made sense, but she couldn’t stop puzzling over it.

Then, before she knew it, they were all packed up: the harvest was loaded, Nan was tethered to the cart (she would provide them with milk on their travels, then be given to Garret as payment once they arrived), and it was time for them to farewell their friends and Nob. Farewell their old, poor lives, and set off for the promise of a new and better life.

Not having any friends to say goodbye to, Freya instead visited her favourite places. She sat in the corner of Nan’s lean-to, breathing in the fertile aromas. She drifted around their empty house, trying to memorise every nook and cranny. Finally, she wandered into the wasteland within the shadow of the Wall. She searched out her cave and scrambled inside, remembering the day she discovered it. I never did get to turn it into a hidey- hole, she thought, ruefully.

It was hard to be sad really, when everything was so terribly exciting. Nevertheless, she found tears streaming down her face, once her mother had torn herself from her friends and her sister, and clambered aboard the wagon. Old Garret had clicked his tongue to Bertha and they set off with a lurch.

“Goodbye! Goodbye!” her mother called, waving a hanky at her lifelong friends until they could no longer make out the group that had formed to see them off.

Freya’s father even wiped a tear from his eye. Her mother kept sniffing and wiping her eyes for what felt like hours. But Freya found that all feelings of sadness quickly disappeared as she gazed around, eagerly drinking in the new sights. For Freya, who had never been farther than Forstdam to sell their harvest at the market (and that only once), it was a great adventure. She pestered her parents continually with questions about the Golden City.

“Where is it? What’s it like? How do you get there?”

Her father laughed his gruff laugh, ruffled her hair, and answered her questions as well as he could. He told her that, if one travelled due east from Nob for many, many leagues, it was said that you would encounter the Golden City, built on and surrounding the Great Hill. Said to be the most beautiful city in the whole of Medar, it was the dwelling place of the Master. His palace was at the very top of the Great Hill, a dazzling building covered in gold: the most breathtaking sight in the whole land. But, he told her, surrounding the entire city was an impenetrable wall, and not just anybody could enter: only those who were invited. And that included the few who were Selected each year. They truly considered themselves the luckiest people in Medar!

From Nob, they could not travel directly east and needed to take a southern route—the road that circled around the southern edge of Medar, about a hundred kilometres from the edge of, and following more or less parallel to, the Chasm. Her father told her the names of the towns they would travel through: Forstdam, Helderford, Tong, Dome, and finally, Targa, the city outside the gates of the Golden City. They all sounded equally exotic to Freya, but although she longed for more information about them, her father could tell her little. Like Freya, he had never been past Forstdam, and what he told her was from the stories of travellers who had by chance come to Nob over the years.

Much to Freya’s disappointment, it turned out that all those exotic- sounding places really weren’t that different from Nob—just not quite as poor really. Same grey skies, same shadow of the Wall, same daily drudgery of working to keep families fed and homes maintained. Uneventful that is, except for the reaction that Freya got from everybody to her appearance. In Nob, she had become accustomed to the teasing from the village children, but the adults had treated her normally. As they travelled to new places, however, she found that people, children and adults both, stared at her with looks of pity, shock or even worse, disgust on their faces. At first, she just ignored them, and looked away, pretending not to notice.

On the fifth day of their travels as they rolled into Helderford, it went too far. A group of people stood there and pointed and laughed at her. One of them yelled out, ‘Ugly Face!’, and they all roared with laughter. It was humiliating.

After that incident, her mother dug a hooded cloak out of her pack, and Freya wore it so that it hung low over her face, concealing her scarred visage, whenever they neared a new town.

That evening, when her parents thought she was asleep, they discussed the situation in hushed voices.

Her mother asked, “How could they be so cruel?”

She couldn’t discern her father’s murmured response.

Garret muttered something like, “Good luck getting her into the Golden City.”

Her mother gasped at that. “Do you think they would stop her?”

There was a pause. Freya lay stock-still and breathed slowly and evenly. She sensed they were looking at her.

Garret responded gruffly, “You know how important looks are, especially there.”

To which came her father’s measured response, “Well, we will just have to keep her covered.”

The finality in his tone indicated that the conversation was over. She continued listening, hoping to hear more, but the only sounds were those of the adults preparing for bed.

This turn of events was extremely upsetting for Freya. She knew she looked different to other people, but apart from the village children, nobody in Nob had treated her differently because of her looks. But now here was Garret suggesting that she might not even get into the Golden City because of her deformity! What would she do if her family got into the city, but she did not? She didn’t believe her parents would ever abandon her, so she comforted herself with the thought that, whatever happened, they would always be there to protect her. A new thought presented itself to her: if she did manage to get into the city, how could she keep herself concealed … forever? Would her whole family suffer because of her? Perhaps her family would be better off without her … perhaps she should run away. But where would she go? Unbidden, an image of Tyrelia popped into her head. Well, I’ll just go live there! she thought, but then she chided herself for confusing a fairy-tale with reality.

However, she had distracted herself, and couldn’t help thinking about her mysterious tablet. She soon drifted off to sleep dreaming of the magical place in the poem, where she and her family could live happily without fear of her deformity ever being a problem.
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For the next five days, as they continued their travels eastward, there were no villages and they encountered few travellers. On the evening of the tenth day since leaving Nob, they drew close to Tong and as dusk fell, they searched for a suitable place to stay the night. As they passed a group of people seated around a campfire off the side of the road, one of the men hailed them.

“Good evening! Are you from around here?”

Thomas responded cautiously, “Good evening to you, sir. No, we are travelling through these parts. How about you?”

“We’re travellers too. We’ve been Selected and are on our way to the Golden City.”

“What a coincidence! We too, have been Selected and are also going there.”

At this, the stranger invited them to join his family gathering. It transpired that they were from Helderport and that they, too, were headed for processing at Targa. Unable to believe their good luck at meeting people in such similar circumstances, Freya’s family gladly joined them and all were soon enjoying a hearty meal together.

“Do you know much about what’s involved with this processing?” Thomas asked the stranger.

“Can’t rightly say that I do,” responded the other, “for no-one who’s been Selected ever wants to leave the Golden City to tell us what it is like. I can’t say that I blame them, neither.” This comment was met with nods and murmurs of agreement from all the adults around the fire.

“All I know is that we present these papers here …” — at this he tapped his breast pocket — “… to the officials at Targa, and then they take us to the Golden City. Seems pretty straightforward.”

After that, the conversation moved on to speculation as to what their new lives might be like once they got into the Golden City. In the cosy light of the campfire, all thoughts of Freya’s disfigurement, and the implications that Garret had hinted at, were remote and even ridiculous.
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So it was that, four days later, around mid-morning two weeks after leaving Nob, the family finally arrived with much anticipation in Targa—the first trading post outside the Golden City. There they were to present themselves to the authorities for processing. Garret had explained to Freya that Targa was the second most important city in Medar, for everything that went in and out of the Golden City first had to go through Targa. That meant all goods, food, and people. Targa was roughly forty kilometres from the Golden City, and it lay on a direct route to the only gate in that city’s walls. The road on which they entered Targa from the south ended in the centre of the city, at the town square. Other roads radiated out from each side, but you could tell the one that led to the Golden City: it was a wide, beautiful avenue and, rather than just being a dusty track like the roads they had travelled on so far, it was cobbled. In fact, the whole square was cobbled, so that the horses’ hooves and cart wheels clattered loudly as they entered. The road out of Targa on the far side of the square continued on to the Eastern provinces, to places called Little Farthing and Elmwood, which were about as far east as one could go, and were probably as far away from her hometown, Nob, as you could get within the whole land. Freya’s mind boggled.

In the middle of the square was a large pond with a model of the Golden City in the centre and fountains all around the edges. The model even had a copy of the impenetrable wall surrounding its base. The hill had roads spiralling around it all the way to the summit. At the very top was a replica of what she assumed must be the Master’s palace. The jets of water from the fountains splashed onto the model and cascaded down the hillsides, causing it to glitter and sparkle in the sunlight. It was the most beautiful thing Freya had ever seen.

The town square was alive with people, who all had somewhere to go or something to do; it was a hive of activity, a blur of motion. On one side of the square there was a food market and the air was filled with delicious smells of fresh bread, roasted fowl and chestnuts. These mingled with the less savoury smells of livestock—pigs, cattle, and sheep—that were up for sale nearby. The air reverberated with the shouts of vendors announcing their wares, and of purchasers haggling.

All of this, Freya observed through a knot hole in the side of the cart. She and her brother were lying in the cart, pretending to be asleep. Freya’s father located the small processing office that was positioned amongst the prominent government buildings along the north side of the town square. Her parents took the Selection scroll into the building, while Garret stayed with his horse and cart tethered outside.

Freya noticed that he positioned himself so he could hear what was being said inside.

From within the cart, Freya couldn’t understand too much of what was going on. A male voice with a strange accent congratulated her parents loudly, then got even louder as the man strode towards the cart.

“Let’s have a look.”

Her mother babbled, “Oh please, sir, my children are sleeping. Please don’t disturb them!” She sounded too anxious.

Unperturbed, the accented voice said, “I just need to ensure that the information you have given me is correct.” A hand lifted Freya’s hood away from her face.

It’s okay, it’s okay, it’s okay, she told herself. She forced herself to relax as though she were sleeping. She was lying on her scarred side, so the man shouldn’t be able to see a thing.

“So, this is your daughter,” the man confirmed. It was not a question. She sensed him checking her brother. “And your son. They must be exhausted to sleep through this racket.”

Her mother answered nervously, “Oh yes. We have been travelling for days. They are very tired.”

“Okay, let’s go inside and finalise the paperwork.”

As the official turned to enter the office, Garret cleared his throat and remarked nonchalantly as though to nobody in particular, “I thought it had to be blood kin to get in on the same Selection?”

The official paused and with amusement in his voice asked, “I suppose you’re going to tell me that you’re related to this family?”

“No sir,” replied Garret. “I just thought you’d like to know that the girl is not.”

Freya couldn’t help herself—she sat bolt upright and demanded, “What?”

The hood of her cloak fell back, exposing her face. Somebody gasped, but she didn’t see who, as she quickly pulled the hood back into position. The official hadn’t seen. He was looking searchingly at Garret, and then turned back to Freya’s parents. Freya suddenly realised that there was something terribly, terribly wrong: they weren’t denying Garret’s charge! She spun to look at her father: there was incredible sadness in his eyes.

“Everybody inside,” the official said, taking charge. “It looks like you have some explaining to do.”

The whole family was marched inside through a small waiting room into the official’s office beyond. The official seated himself behind his desk, with Freya and her family left to stand facing him. The Guards closed the door behind them and remained standing at their rear. The official calmly placed his elbows on the desk and, leaning slightly forward, steepled his fingers under his chin and gazed at Thomas with hard, cold eyes.

“Tell me!” he commanded.

And so, Freya’s father told the story.
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Almost fourteen years ago, on a cold, stormy night, a loud thumping on their door had roused the family from their cosy supper. Her father opened the door to admit a bedraggled, heavily pregnant woman. The woman was in fact already in labour, and collapsed into their house, begging for help. They had barely shut the door when she delivered a tiny baby girl. Martha cut the umbilical cord and gave the infant to Thomas to find something to wrap the baby in, while she continued to help the woman.

Just as her father was out of sight in the bedroom, they heard the thunder of hooves, followed by a pounding on their door which was unceremoniously flung open. Towering in the doorway was a Guard.

The woman cowered in fear and screamed “No! Not my baby!” whilst clutching at her still large belly.

The Guard hardly glanced at Freya’s mother as he grabbed the woman and dragged her out to his horse, calling brusquely back over his shoulder as he left, “You don’t need this baggage from Yaw.” He galloped off with her towards the Chasm.

Freya’s father, having hastily nestled the newborn infant into their bed, raced out after the horseman into the rain. Not long after, he returned, white as a sheet. Dropping onto a stool, staring blankly at the floor, he said in a flat voice, “He threw her into the Chasm.”

From the bedroom, the frail wail of a baby rose into the air. Martha dashed into the room to comfort the infant lest the Guard should come back past their house and hear it. But thankfully he did not.

The village held a number of meetings to decide what should be done. Initially they had kept the infant hidden, for fear that some Guards would come back looking for it. But in time, and with no galloping visits from those horsemen, they became less and less fearful, realising that the Guard must have believed that the woman from Yaw was still pregnant when he had disposed of her. Martha and Thomas had always wanted a daughter, so it wasn’t a difficult choice to keep the baby they affectionately named Freya. But of course, everybody in the village knew the girl wasn’t theirs—babies don’t just appear out of thin air. They thought it best not to tell Freya about the unusual circumstance of her birth, and it had certainly never occurred to them to tell the Selection officials, because she had always been theirs—their daughter. They had even recorded her as their own in the town Register of Births and Deaths.

[image: image]

Freya trembled, but her mother did not comfort her—no, not her mother—but yes, these were her parents in every way that mattered. Her breath caught in a silent sob.

As her father’s story came to a close, Thomas looked at the official, pleading for understanding with his eyes.

“And so, you see, sir, we didn’t mean no deceit. We just think of her as our own. That’s all.”

But the official did not agree. His eyes were hard as he announced, “She is not your own. She does not qualify for admittance to the Golden City. You three will be permitted entry, but we will deal with the girl separately.” Her father stared at the official for a few long seconds, before responding politely but firmly, “I’m terribly sorry for wasting your time, sir. We will have to decline your offer and be on our way back home.” Freya let go the breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. The official leapt to his feet and signalled to the Guards stationed at the door. His voice did not betray the anger that flashed in his eyes.

“No, you misunderstand. Nobody refuses the Selection. Nobody. The Golden City needs you. You, your wife, and your son will now proceed to the Golden City. Guards, take this girl to the Pit.”

From that moment, everything happened incredibly quickly. Two Guards grabbed Freya and marched her out the door to a waiting cart with a wooden cage on the back. A third Guard, who had been stationed in the waiting room, blocked her family from leaving the room. Inside, her father demanded, “By the Master, have mercy!”

Her mother sobbed uncontrollably.

The Guards shoved Freya into the cage and bolted the door.

“Mother, Father!” she screamed.

But her words were swallowed up as the Guards whipped the horses into action. They galloped off, amidst a clanking of harnesses and chains, and a thunder of hooves on the cobbles, towards the Sentinels—the hills behind Targa—and the Chasm.

Tears blurred her vision and streamed down her cheeks. She threw herself at the cage, shook the bars and sobbed, “Help me! Please, somebody help me!” But there was nobody to hear her pleas.

The last thing Freya saw as she looked through the cage bars was Garret. He was smirking.


Chapter 3

THE GOLDEN CITY

Jack watched in horror as the Guards manhandled his sister, screaming, out of the office. His mother cried hysterically and ched at Thomas, who yelled angrily, shaking his fist at the Guards, demanding they give Freya back and let them return to Nob.

A thick fog settled over Jack’s mind and his body shook as he tried to comprehend these shocking revelations: first, finding out that his sister wasn’t his sister at all, and then, before even getting a chance to adjust to that fact, having her dragged off to who knew where. Tears pricked at the back of his eyelids. Blinking hard, he moved behind his mother, who was much shorter than him, and put his hands on her shoulders—whether trying to comfort her or draw comfort from her, he did not know.

Martha reached back and gripped his hand. She took a deep sobbing breath and attempted to control herself.

Jack’s father, too, had exhausted his anger, and now stood glaring at the Guard barring the doorway, preventing them from leaving. In the relative quiet, the faint sound of grinding cartwheels and clattering hooves on the cobbles drifted through the window as the cart carrying Freya disappeared out of the town square on to the dirt road that headed towards the distant hills.

“Right! Let’s go now!” barked the Guard in command.

The remaining family members were jostled together out the door.

“You!” the Guard said, pointing at Garret. “If you want to earn your reward for finding that traitor, take us to the Golden City!”

Garret, who had been slouching against the side of the cart, chewing tobacco, snapped to attention, grinning broadly. “Yes, Sir!” he answered, and spat a big glob of tobacco onto the dusty cobblestones at his feet. He spun on his heel and climbed up into the driver’s seat, whilst several Guards pushed Freya’s family into the back and clambered in behind them. With a flick of his wrist, Garret slapped the reins on Bertha’s back, and the cart lurched into motion.

The trip to the Golden City was a sombre one. Nobody spoke. Jack’s father was hunched over, his elbows on his knees, his hands hanging limply as he stared morosely at the bed of the cart. Martha huddled next to him, sobbing quietly into her handkerchief. Seeing both his parents suffering so much broke Jack’s heart, and tears welled up. He wanted to reach out to them, to comfort them, but their grief surrounded them like an invisible barrier, preventing him from doing so. Instead, he gazed out over the stooped forms of his parents, resolutely keeping his eyes fixed on the road ahead, his lips pressed firmly together in a hard line. The Guards also did not speak, but looked towards their destination. Only Garret was unperturbed by the turn of events, and was whistling tunelessly in time to the clop-clop of Bertha’s hooves.

The road was busy, and Jack’s attention was soon drawn to the variety of people travelling along it. Many of them were on foot, heading in the same direction as the family, towards the Golden City. They carried baskets and wheeled barrows, laden with all sorts of fresh produce: wicker cages of chickens, bundles of grain, and snares of freshly-caught game, such as rabbits and pheasants. Jack figured there must be a market at the Golden City, and that all these people were aiming to sell their wares there.

The cart gave a lurch as Garret reined Bertha in. Jack didn’t need to ask why: the smell that assailed his nostrils and the bleating that filled the air told him as well as his eyes did, that they had caught up with a mob of sheep. Leaning over the side of the cart, Garret growled, “Keep ‘em off the road, runt!” to someone short.

Craning his neck, he was shocked to see that the shepherd was a young girl who looked to be Freya’s age. Without warning, tears welled up into his eyes and a lump formed in his throat. He swallowed hard and dashed away the tears with his sleeve, as an image of Freya’s horrified face popped into his head. By the time he had regained his composure, they were well past the sheep. He forced himself to focus once again on the other travellers.

This time he studied the ones returning from the Golden City heading back towards Targa. He was surprised that their baskets, carts, and barrows weren’t empty, having sold all their produce at market. Instead, they were just as laden, if not more so, than those travelling to the Golden City. Their goods were different, though. Rather than raw produce from the land, these goods were manufactured: bolts of woven cloth, brightly coloured like none Jack had ever seen; a cart full of barrels accompanied by a very strong smell of beer; a barrow-load of pottery bowls. One man carried rolls of tanned hides strapped to his back, stacked up so high it looked like he might topple over. A faint feeling of excitement stirred at the pit of Jack’s stomach, and he looked with anticipation towards the looming bulk of the mountain that was the Golden City. What an exciting place it must be, he thought, to produce such wondrous goods! He wished Freya were here to see it with him.

The city loomed closer now: a white wall ran around the base of the mountain. There was a dark line in front of the wall, though he couldn’t tell what it was. The countryside undulated gently like rumples in a giant carpet. From within the gleaming white wall encircling its base, rose the perfectly conical mountain, its peak shrouded in clouds.

In due course, the land on either side of the road became cultivated, with abundant crops of corn, barley, wheat, cabbages, beans, peas, and many other, unfamiliar, vegetables. Some fields had already been harvested, and the rich brown soil was being tilled into neat furrows in preparation for the next planting. As he marvelled at the variety of crops, Jack spotted workers in the fields.

He had not noticed them initially because they were so quiet. At home when they harvested, the air was full of songs and laughter. Here, there was none of that. And then Jack saw why: each field was overseen by a man dressed in a green uniform, not too dissimilar to that of the Guards. Each of these overseers prowled around, glowering at the workers, holding something in one of their hands: something very long and black, that looked like a rope. At the same instant that he spotted the object, a loud crack came from a nearby field, followed by a whimper. Whips! Jack wondered what these people had done to earn this punishment.

But he did not get a chance to dwell on this thought, as he was distracted by the slowing of their cart. Tearing his gaze away from the workers in the fields, he strained to see over the heads of his parents and Garret, to what was happening on the road ahead. There did indeed appear to be a market as he had thought, but it was not like any market he had seen on their travels so far. Guards sat behind long tables lining the road on both sides. Tents set up over the tables ensured that the Guards were sheltered from the weather. Behind the tables on the left were all sorts of enclosures ranging from large pens to small cages, housing the many and varied types of livestock that were being traded. On the other side of the road, the manufactured goods from the city were displayed. People were lined up at the tables, noisily haggling with the Guards as they sold and bought. Jack watched as the man at the head of the queue closest to them concluded his sale of a crate full of ducks and was handed a bag of coins. He then dashed straight in front of them to join a queue on the other side of the road, to purchase leather goods. Garret yelled at the man, but it was impossible to hear him over the hubbub of the bartering crowds.

Progress was slow through this melee of people, but eventually they made it to the relative calm of the other side—only to come to a sudden halt in front of an elaborate gateway. Beyond that was a long bridge, which spanned a wide moat surrounding the mountain city. One of the Guards leapt from their cart and presented a scroll to the Guard stationed at the gate. That Guard perused the paperwork, and then walked around the cart to gaze at each of them in turn. He returned, frowning, to the first Guard who was still waiting at the gate, and a discussion ensued in low voices. Jack heard the words ‘girl’ and ‘pit’, at which his mother gave a gasping sob. Thomas put his arm around her shoulders.

Finally, the Guard who had travelled with them walked back to the cart, tucking the scroll into his jacket.

“Okay, down you get, you lot,” he commanded.

They grabbed their few possessions and stumbled off the cart. Directing his next comment to Garret, the Guard added, “You’re free to go.” At the same time, he threw something to him. Something that flickered as it spun through the air. Catching the coin deftly, Garret inspected it, then bit it. Grinning, he thanked the Guard.

“Is there anything more I can do to be of service?”

The Guard cut him off, staring at him with his steely eyes. “You are dismissed!” he said abruptly and, turning his back on the man, ushered the family ahead of him through the gateway.

As they walked across the wide bridge, Jack gazed upwards. The white wall, which had looked so small from far away, now towered over their heads. He judged it to be ten times his height. Above the wall, he could discern the detail of the dwellings perched, one above the other, on the steep hillside, like decorations on an elaborate cake. Narrow roads wound their way between them like ribbons. All the houses were whitewashed, with terracotta tiled roofs, and many had pots of brightly coloured geraniums hanging from the windowsills.

Nearing the gateway in the city wall, Jack glanced down into the water swirling under the bridge. He had expected it to be clear and sparkling, so was surprised to note that it was dark and murky, such that he could not see the bottom. It looked deep and menacing: shadowy forms drifted in the gloomy depths—were they tentacles? He couldn’t be sure. He looked ahead once more. They had arrived at the entrance at the other end of the bridge. A stab of excitement ran through him, and he shivered. Beside him, his mother also shivered, and he suddenly felt guilty.

Stepping into the entranceway, they were cast into gloom, and Jack could not see a thing. As he blinked, trying to adjust his vision, hands grabbed him.

“Hey!” he yelled, startled.

His father grunted nearby, and his mother whimpered.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“Just standard entry procedures,” stated the Guard accompanying them. “Please cooperate.”

They were hustled through another doorway, off to the side, and into a small room. Before he had a chance to respond, someone grabbed his arm and pushed back his sleeve. Something stabbed his inner elbow, and a strange coolness flowed through his veins. Then he was released. By the sounds of it, the same thing was happening to his parents.

“Welcome to the Golden City,” said a gravelly voice, laughing. It didn’t sound very welcoming.

Holding up his arm and inspecting the place where he had been stabbed, he saw no injury. “What is this?” he demanded.

The man with the gravelly voice replied, “Don’t worry. It’s your ticket into the Golden City. You can’t get in without it.”

“Nor leave!” added a second voice, at which everyone except Jack and his parents burst out laughing.

The blood drained from Jack’s face, and he gaped, horrified, at his captors. He sought out his parents’ eyes, but they both looked back at him blankly, not taking in what was happening.

Someone clapped their hands and the laughter died away.

“Now for your assignments,” said a man seated behind a desk against the far wall.

One of the Guards that had accompanied them from Targa stepped forward and presented the scroll to the man.

He scanned it quickly, then said, “Farmers, eh? Good.” He got up and, turning around, selected something that clinked metallically from a wall of pigeon holes behind him. “Okay. Here are your tags.”

He handed the tags to the Guards who were escorting them and, slipping the tags onto a metal band, they attached the bands around the wrists of the family, like bracelets.

“Time to take you to your new home,” said a different Guard, stepping forward. “Come along.”

He swept out the door, and the family was prodded into action by two more Guards following behind. They exited the room and found themselves back in the cavernous, gloomy entranceway beneath the wall. By now Jack’s eyes had adjusted and he could see that they faced another wall containing a series of small doors, each one only just large enough to admit a single person at a time. Beyond them stood another wide archway and beyond that, the city.Jack, Thomas, and Martha were prodded towards different openings, and Jack knew he had no option but to enter. With trepidation, he stepped into the doorway … but nothing happened. Surprised, he stopped, and the Guard following close behind banged into him.

“Keep moving, pup!” he snarled.

Relieved, Jack obediently stepped forward to complete his passage through the city wall. He blinked once more as they emerged into the weak sunlight on the other side. A wide boulevard stretched both left and right, rising gently in both directions. It was strangely devoid of traffic.

Yet another wall stood directly in front of them on the far side of the wide road, with houses perched above it. The Guard headed off to the right, and they trotted behind him obediently. They twisted this way and that, up a narrow staircase here and through a narrow alley there, heading ever higher until, after some time, he stopped in front of one of the whitewashed cottages.

“Here we are,” he announced. He opened the door and strode inside. “Ah, good, you’re here,” he said to someone, as the family followed him into the cottage.

A boy, with a mop of curly, brown hair and big green eyes, who looked to be around eight years old, stood in front of them.

The Guard turned to the family. “This is Sam,” he said. “He has been assigned to you to help you get your rations, find your way to your work stations, and explain the system to you.” With that he grunted, turned on his heel, and marched out through the door.


Chapter 4

SAM

For a moment after the Guard had left, they stood and stared at one another. Then Thomas, who finally became aware of his surroundings, cleared his throat and murmured, “Hello … er… Sam, is it?”

The boy nodded and piped up, “Yes, sir. I’m Sam, and me and me mam and da live just next door. Do you want me to show you about getting food rations now?” He was of slight build, with skinny arms and knobbly knees poking out of his shabby homespun shirt and shorts, but his sparkling green eyes and impish grin showed that he was obviously not shy. Jack warmed to him immediately.

At the mention of food, Jack’s stomach rumbled gently. It was by now past noon, and he was indeed hungry.

Thomas agreed and, ruffling the boy’s mop of unruly brown hair, he smiled down at him as he said, “Sure thing. Lead on.”

The boy grinned and headed out the door, beckoning for them to follow. He chattered non-stop over his shoulder as he took them back the way they had come. “Me da works in the city printing press and me mam is a healer,” he told them proudly.

“Do you not attend school?” Thomas asked.

“Normally I would,” Sam told them, “but on days like today, when newcomers arrive around here, which doesn’t happen very often, I get the day off to show them around. Tomorrow I’ll have to go back to school as usual.” He pouted his lips.

When they arrived back at the main boulevard, he turned away from the city gate and continued a short distance farther up the broad road. Stopping in front of a large warehouse, with several recessed doors along its face, Sam announced, “Here we are. A rations storehouse. Every day, before the second bell, you need to come here and get your daily rations, but it’s okay—even though we’re late today they know you’re new. This way!” He pushed open a door and they entered in single file.

As they passed through, Jack’s blood throbbed in his veins and, glancing at the door jamb, he saw tiny red lights glowing all the way around the inside of the opening. A shiver ran down his spine as he remembered being stabbed and the subsequent strange coolness flowing through his arm. What was that stuff? From somewhere a bell announced their arrival.

They were in a short corridor. On their left rose a partition higher than their heads; on their right ran a counter at waist height. Behind the counter, immediately through the doorway, was a large hamper, filled with what looked like white rags. The remainder of the space behind the counter was mostly empty, with just a few melon-sized bundles on the floor, wrapped in the same rags. An attendant, dressed in white, came hurrying through a door at the far end of the room. She appraised them with interest.

“Newcomers, eh?” asked the woman, winking at Sam. “Show me your bracelets, please.”

They showed their wrists to her, upon which she handed them each a bundle of food. “Present yourselves here every morning between the first and second bells. Discard your previous day’s wrapper in that box there,” she said, gesturing towards the large hamper they had seen as they came in. “Then show your bracelet and you’ll get your ration. Easy as that! Any questions?”

“Yes,” said a timid voice. Martha spoke for the first time since Freya had been taken from them. “Please, if I may … what time is the first bell?” she asked.

“Oh, that’ll be at sunrise, love. The bells toll hourly thereafter,” answered the woman jovially. “Anything else?” When no further questions were forthcoming, she nodded curtly and hurried away.

Sam led them back to their house.

“I’ll leave you now to have your lunch,” he stated, “but I’ll come back again after the next bell and show you where to go tomorrow morning. See you!” He waved cheerily and bounced out the door.

“Nice boy,” commented Thomas sadly, pulling out a chair and sitting down at the table in the centre of the room. They were all thinking of Freya.

Martha sighed. She walked around the table towards the kitchen bench and opened a cupboard. “Plates … ” – she mumbled under her breath – “. cups. Ooh! Glasses, Thomas.”

Thomas grunted acknowledgement of this unexpected luxury, as Jack opened one of the doors leading into another room and poked his head in. This room had a large bed in it. A second door revealed another bedroom with two beds, and a third door led to a washroom. Jack was impressed. It was so much grander than anything he had ever seen in Nob.

As Jack returned to the kitchen his mother said, “We must ask Sam where to get water. Someone has filled the urn, but we will need to know for when it runs low.”

The table had been set and Jack joined his parents in a simple, but delicious, meal of bread, cheese, and ham.

Just as they finished, a bell tolled and within seconds there came a knock at the door. It was Sam, ready to show them where they would need to go the following morning. As he led them back downhill towards the city gate, Sam explained (after having checked their tags) that because they were all farmers, they would all be working the fields outside the city gates. Each morning they were to present themselves at the gate by the third bell. They would return each afternoon, at the tenth bell. At the end of the week they would receive their allowance of tokens to trade for goods.

“Every day?” queried Thomas. “We don’t get a day off?”

Sam was surprised at the question. “Course we do! Saturday’s games day, isn’t it? Only three more days to wait, after today!”

He went on to explain how, on that day, at each level throughout the city, various competitions took place: competitions of strength, beauty, and skill. The winners of each competition won gold!

Because they all lived in the lowest level of the city, Level One, they were only eligible to attend and participate in the Level One Games. But were they to win, why, then with the gold they could buy all sorts of goods: extra food, drink, clothes, jewellery—anything one could possibly dream of—at the trading houses. If they won enough money, they could buy their way up to the next level of the city, or even buy a new assignment! Sam’s eyes shone with excitement as he explained the system.

“Me mam and da, they won’t compete—they say we’re fine with our stupid tokens and that they don’t have special enough skills. But wait until I’m old enough!” Sam exclaimed. “Then I’ll win us some gold and move up the city!”

Jack gazed thoughtfully up the mountain as they walked, noting for the first time how the lower houses, although so much better than those in Nob, were indeed not nearly as substantial as the ones above them. The higher he looked, the grander the houses. As his eyes sought the Master’s palace at the very top, still shrouded in clouds, the possibilities seemed limitless.

After that, Sam showed them where the nearest well was, to draw water. He showed them the Level One Games arena and the trading house. Gradually, Jack felt as though he was beginning to learn his way around their part of the city. As Sam led them back to their house, the tenth bell rang and soon they were joined in the streets by the multitudes of the Golden City returning home from a hard day’s work. Sam left them at their door with a cheery wave, after double-checking that they were sure where to go the next morning.

They had only been home about half an hour, when there came a tentative knock at their door. Raising questioning eyebrows at Martha, Thomas answered. The familiar high, childish voice of Sam could be heard, then a more melodious voice of a woman: his mother. She did not stay, but merely introduced herself as Leena and gave them a freshly baked seed cake for their supper. Shortly thereafter, there came another knock—this time it was the woman from the house on the other side, who brought them a jug of milk.

“The people seem to be very nice,” Martha commented. “I suppose we’ll be all right here. After all, it’s not like we can return to Nob.”

Then she burst out crying, the great heaving sobs wracking her slight frame.
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The following morning, they woke at the first bell, collected their rations before the second, and made their way down to the city gate by the third. There they joined a large group of people and, under the direction of several Guards, they made their way out into the fields.

They were split up, and Jack was set to hoeing weeds with several other young men his age, under the supervision of the Guards he had seen the previous day. They worked steadily, only breaking for refreshments at mid-morning, noon, and mid-afternoon. By the time the tenth bell tolled at four o’clock, Jack was exhausted. Along with the rest of his group, they trooped back into the city and once through the gate, Jack found his way back to their house.

His parents were already home by the time he got there. They greeted Jack wearily: they too, had worked hard all day. His father had been assigned to work a team of oxen ploughing a field, whilst his mother had spent the day digging potatoes. But if their minds had been taken off Freya for the day, they were all suddenly and painfully made aware of her absence as they sat down for the evening meal, the fourth chair and setting at the table empty.

Once again, Sam’s mother Leena came over after dinner to see how they were doing. They invited her in and chatted for a while, but although Martha emanated sadness, Leena did not ask why.

The next two days followed the same pattern: waking at the first bell, getting their rations before the second and reporting at the city gate by the third. As on their first day, the people were divided into groups and allocated to the same tasks. Slowly, Jack learned the names of the others in his group, for although talking was discouraged whilst working, there was plenty of opportunity on their way to and from the fields and during the refreshment breaks. The sole topic of conversation was the upcoming Games: who would be entering what, and which were the best competitions.

Jack learned that the most popular amongst the young men were the games of strength and endurance, such as wrestling, running, javelin throwing, and weightlifting. There were also competitions of skill and daring, such as tightrope walking, fencing, horsemanship, and archery. Although women were permitted to enter these competitions, it was not common; for any woman of beauty, it was far simpler to enter the beauty contest. Jack also learned that entering and winning the competitions was not the only means of earning money: betting on the games was as much cause for discussion as the games themselves, and undoubtedly a lot more fun.

And then there was the attendant jollity that accompanied the games: dancing, drinking, card games and such. It all sounded like so much fun! Jack could hardly wait for nine o’clock the following day; even though he wouldn’t be participating, it would still be exciting just to watch.

That evening after they had eaten, Leena popped over to check on them as she had done for the past three nights. Like everybody else in the city, she was bubbling with anticipation about the morrow’s Games.

“So, Martha, what do you say we come over and get you tomorrow morning, and take you along with us?” she suggested.

“Oh, I suppose so,” Martha answered unenthusiastically, with a sigh.

Leena leaned towards Martha and gazed into her eyes. “Honey, I don’t want to pry, but you seem so sad … no, no, you don’t need to tell me! But here, take this … “ She withdrew a package from her apron pocket and pushed it over the table towards Martha.

The package was about the size of a small apple, wrapped in paper. “Wh—what is it?” asked Martha.

“It’s some herbs from the medicine storeroom. Steep them in hot water and drink the tea. It will soothe you and help you cope with whatever is troubling you.”

“Th—thank you,” stammered Martha in a small voice.

She reached out and took the package and unwrapped it. She was only partway through this task when her sharp intake of breath caused the other three in the room to look at her in alarm. Thomas came running over to her from the bench, where he and Jack had been quietly discussing the Games whilst the women talked.

“What is it? What’s wrong, Martha?” he asked anxiously.

Martha was frozen, staring at the piece of paper that the herbs were wrapped in.

Thomas took one look at Martha’s face, then glanced down at the piece of paper she was staring at. He, too, drew in a sharp breath and, with a sweeping motion of his hand, brushed the herbs off the piece of paper on to the table and held the paper up in front of the lamp to look at it clearly. It was a slightly smudged hand sketch of a young girl’s face. Quite an ordinary girl with braids. Quite ordinary that is, except for her disfigured eye.

His hands were shaking as he turned to Leena and, waving the paper in her face, demanded urgently, “Where did you get this?”

Leena did not understand what was happening: how this piece of paper could cause such a reaction. She put her hands out in front of her, as if to fend something off. “Why, it’s just a Wanted poster from the printing press—they sometimes print them—my husband Hank’s allowed to bring home ones that aren’t quite right. They’re a useful size for wrapping my herbs in, as you can see.” Then glancing at the picture of the girl on the poster, she asked tentatively, “Do you know her?” “Yes.” It was just a whisper. Tears poured unchecked down Martha’s cheeks. But she was smiling, smiling like she had not smiled since the day they had found out that they had been Selected to come to the Golden City. “Yes,” she said again, her voice stronger now. “It’s our daughter, Freya, and she’s alive!”

Her eyes were glowing with happiness as she jumped up and hugged her family, laughing and crying at the same time.


Chapter 5

THE PIT

It was no use screaming. There was nobody to rescue her. The cart rattled and bumped over the dirt track, and Freya was thrown against the cage bars. They had long ago left the cobbled road of the city behind. She tried staying low and holding on tight so she wouldn’t get hurt even more. The Guards had slowed their pace due to the roughness of the track and it was getting dark.

Freya’s mind whirled. She was still stunned by the recent events and the revelation that her parents weren’t her parents—that her real mother had been killed by the Guards, and she was to be dealt with in the same way. Why? Why did the world have to be so cruel? Freya was used to being treated with indifference, even meanness, but this was so unfair. She would be killed! For what reason? Why? She let out a desperate sob.

The cart pulled to a halt. It was almost dark now, such that she couldn’t make out the Guards’ faces as they approached. One of them opened the lock and yanked her roughly out of the cage.

“Come on girlie. Time to say hello to the Pit,” he said. Freya didn’t respond, but eyed the gaping black hole in the ground, beside which the cart had stopped.

And then the strangest thing happened: the other Guard, who had been watching, suddenly fell backwards and landed with a thud on his back. The Guard holding Freya gripped her hard as he spun around to his comrade.

“Hey, Korm! What’s the matter?” he called.

But Korm just lay there, very still, on the ground. As he took a step toward Korm, the Guard holding Freya suddenly released his grip on her. Actually, it wasn’t so much him letting her go, as her being torn from his grasp. But by what? Next thing, the Guard was rolling around on the ground, obviously fighting with someone … someone invisible!

What should she do? Freya stumbled backwards a few steps until her back pressed up against the bars of the cage. With wide eyes, she watched the bizarre spectacle of the Guard fighting by himself. He was on his back, but with obvious effort he flipped himself over. Now he was kneeling on the ground with his hands locked around something. From his position, and the gurgling sound, it had to be the invisible assailant’s neck. Freya couldn’t stand watching it any longer; she inched her way to the corner of the cage and then turned and ran into the trees. When she reached the first tree she fell to her knees and continued crawling into the darkness of the forest. One tree, two trees, five trees. She stopped to listen.

She couldn’t hear anything. She stared around, bewildered. Her heart thumped in her ears as she strained her eye, trying to see through the gloom. There was a noise: the sound of something being dragged along the ground. She looked around wildly, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from, but she couldn’t see a thing. As she scrambled to her feet, a heavy weight fell on her and knocked her to the ground. At the same moment, an invisible hand clamped over her mouth, and her rescuer became visible. Freya’s eye widened. It was hard to see much in the gloom, but he looked like a beggar, dressed in rags and a shapeless cloak.

His breathing was laboured, and it took a moment before he whispered, “Don’t be afraid. I will help you. I’m going to take my hand off your mouth now. Not a sound, okay?”

Freya nodded her agreement.

As soon as he removed his hand, he fell back against a nearby tree trunk, clutching at something embedded in his chest. His eyes were shut, and he breathed rapidly.

Freya stared at him a moment, then demanded in a whisper, “Who are you?”

The man replied, “My name is not important. I don’t have much time and I have some important information to tell you. I am a Watcher. We have been waiting for you for a long time. We need to help you find ‘the Path’.’’ 

“What?” Freya gasped, uncomprehending. “No! I need to go back to the Golden City! I need to find my family!”

“Shh,” the Watcher cautioned. “You can’t get into the Golden City, you know that. The only way to free your family is to find the Path: the way back.” He gripped her forearms, staring intently into her eye, willing her to understand.

“The way back?” Freya hissed at him. “I don’t understand! The way back to where?”

Even though he was whispering, his tone was matter-of-fact. “Why, to Tyrelia, of course.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when, with a moan, the Watcher slid sideways to the ground, clutching his chest once more. “Go to Elmwood,” he gasped. “Find Saff—he’s a Watcher too.” He fumbled in a pouch and pressed something small and round into her palm. “Tell him …” — he drew a laboured breath — “… tell him you are the Daughter of Yaw. Go! Fly!”

His eyes rolled backwards into his head. He was dead.

Freya had no time to think about what the man had told her: a Guard crashed through the trees towards her. Without a backwards glance, she ran, hastily thrusting the object into her satchel as she went. She ran as she had never run before.

In the distance, the Guard shouted—he had discovered the body of the Watcher. “By the Master, it’s a Transient!”

Then the crashing resumed, but she was fleeing: fleeing and he couldn’t catch her. She felt powerful, like she could run forever. The Watcher’s words had given her hope beyond wildest hope: he had said Tyrelia! Tyrelia must be a real place—and this other Watcher, Saff, in Elmwood would be able to tell her about it.

That hope lodged within her wildly thumping heart, as she ran for her life through the darkening hills of the Sentinels.


Chapter 6

IN THE SENTINELS

She didn’t remember stopping, or sleeping. She simply woke up the next morning when a weak ray of sunlight sneaked through the green canopy above and shone on her face. She sat up, rubbing her eyes, wondering why she hurt all over. Then, as the previous day’s happenings came flooding back to her, she lay down again, and involuntarily curled up into a ball, her arms wrapped around her legs. She cried and cried, rocking herself, feeling terribly alone.

After a time, she grew quiet. Her stomach rumbled gently, reminding her that before she did anything else she would need to find something to eat. Sitting up, she rubbed at her tearstreaked face with her sleeve. Then she set out to see if she could find some berries or nuts. Before long, she heard water. She followed the sound, pushing her way through a thicket and suddenly she was on a grassy bank next to the crystal-clear waters of a small stream. My, she was thirsty! She dropped gratefully to her knees to scoop up the cool, clear liquid. There was a bramble growing right there, laden with juicy blackberries, which she carefully picked, and ate her fill. After a quick wash, she sat down to think.

She contemplated attempting to find her way back to Targa—but then what? She admitted to herself that the dead Watcher had been right: she wouldn’t be able to get back to her family and, even if she did, she would probably only be recaptured, which meant certain death. Her only option was to follow her saviour’s advice: find Elmwood and then find this other Watcher, Saff. She racked her brains to try and get the geography right in her head.

She was pretty sure that the road the Guards had taken to the Pit was almost exactly in the opposite direction to the road to the Golden City. Then, when she had fled, she had run to the left, which would be east. Now she had come to this stream. The one thing Freya could be sure about streams was that, wherever they came from, they eventually all flowed over the edge of the Land into the Chasm. Garret (her throat constricted and she felt sick to her stomach, thinking about how he had betrayed her) had said that Elmwood was as far away from Nob as you could get, and Nob was near the Chasm. Maybe Elmwood would also be near the Chasm. And Elmwood was probably on the banks of a stream—most towns were. She decided that her best bet would be to follow this stream towards the Chasm and hopefully she would find Elmwood.

It was not easy going. The trees grew right up to the water’s edge and, because the stream forced a natural opening in the otherwise dense canopy of leaves, smaller, bushy shrubs thrived on its banks, crowding each other, their roots reaching into the water, and their branches straining upwards in a thick tangle. Freya actually found it easier to go farther away from the stream, where it was darker and therefore had less dense undergrowth. She foraged for food as she went, but found only berries, which, although delicious, were not very substantial. While travelling she thought about how she would go about finding this ‘Saff’ once she got to Elmwood. She would need to explain herself—it was, after all, highly unusual for a nearly fourteen-year-old girl to be wandering around alone in foreign parts of Medar. She thought of plan after plan, but each time ended up rejecting them—they were just not plausible, and she was not very good at lying either.

In the end, she came up with a story that she felt was satisfactory. She had concluded that, while it would never do to tell the truth, she would be best to stick to it as closely as possible. She decided to tell people that she had become separated from her family, who were travelling from Nob to visit her uncle in Elmwood. So now she was following on foot, trying to catch up with them.

By evening, she was exhausted and hungry. She had no idea how far she had travelled, or how far she had yet to go—the scenery had remained unchanged for the entire day. The only sounds had been the stream, some small forest animals, and insects as they went about their daily business. It was strange: although she missed her family terribly, she missed Nan, her goat, more. Nan had been her constant companion, even in her solitude. Thinking of Nan made her suddenly long for the goat’s delicious warm milk. Her stomach rumbled loudly. Oh well, it wouldn’t do her much good thinking about that. She pushed her way through the dense shrubs to the stream for a drink and a wash, before finding a suitable spot to settle for the night.

She surveyed her surroundings in the deepening gloom: the ground sloped gently upwards away from the stream—in fact, she noted that the side she was on was much steeper than the opposite bank. Tomorrow she would try to cross to the other side. Despite the fading light, there appeared to be a lighter patch within the forest some distance away, as though there were a clearing. She made her way towards it and, sure enough, she found a group of large boulders clustered together, preventing trees from growing. It was certainly not a large space, but she liked the idea of curling up against some solid rocks, with the shelter of the trees nearby.

She gathered dead leaves to try to soften the ground at the base of the boulders. She would not risk lighting a fire for fear that the Guards might spot the light or smell the smoke.

As she seated herself cross-legged on her pile of leaves, the full moon broke through the clouds. Although tired, she was not sleepy, and she suddenly remembered the object that the Watcher had pressed into her hand. At the time, she had shoved it into her satchel. Now, she dug it out again. It was a small, smooth stone, about the size and shape of a quail’s egg. Briefly, she wondered whether it was indeed an egg, but no, it felt completely wrong. It was heavy and solid. In the pale light it looked grey, with opaque streaks running through it, like veins. She turned the object over and held it up to the moonlight. It was really quite pretty. As she inspected it, she thought about the Watcher who had given it to her, and who had died saving her life. Then her thoughts turned to Saff, the other Watcher. She wondered what he looked like, and what he was doing right then. Suddenly, the pebble glowed and grew warm to Freya’s touch. A greenish hue emanated from it, forming a halo the size of a melon around it. Freya stared at it in amazement, holding it in her palm in front of her eyes. But as quickly as it had started to glow, it stopped.

Excited, she repeated what she had done, hoping that the pebble would glow again: she rolled it around in her palms and held it up to the moonlight—but to no avail. The stone did not shine again. With a sigh, Freya tucked the pebble back into her satchel. As she did so, her hand brushed against a larger, solid object. Her tablet! How could she have forgotten about it? Carefully, she extracted it from her bag and unwrapped the leather covering. She wanted to make sure that it had not been damaged during her flight. Holding it to catch the moonlight so that she could inspect the surface, she gasped as faint writing appeared. Transfixed, she held the tablet steady. Her heart pounded as she realised that the words, now clear and bright, were not the same as before! This time they read:

Majestic mountains, white with snow

Their crystal tears to rivers flow

Splashing sparkles dance up high

Painting rainbows in the sky

Swathes of splendid floral hues

The land with colour do imbue

The golden sun smiles down from high

As he marches ‘cross the sky

Stunned, she recalled the first two verses, which she had by now committed to memory. There had been forty-five words in the first two verses. She quickly counted the next five words to bring her to the first etched number: 50. The fiftieth word was ‘snow’! Beside herself with excitement, she continued counting up to 63 … and landed on ‘rainbows’. With a shaking finger, she continued counting … and with disappointment realised that ‘sky’ was the ninetieth word. She was a mere two words short of the ninety-second word.

Still, it was hard to remain disappointed for long, with this amazing discovery. Thoughts tumbled through her head, so fast that she couldn’t think straight. Lowering the tablet into her lap, with the words still shining bright on its surface, she took some deep breaths and tried to calm her whirling mind. The first time the words had appeared had been in flamelight. This time they had appeared with moonlight. Maybe, maybe, more words would appear with different types of light! Although, she wasn’t sure what other types of light there were, because she had already ascertained that sunlight didn’t work. Maybe it was as simple as finding a rainbow and snow? Maybe it wasn’t light, but different substances? She hadn’t the faintest idea where she would find either snow or a rainbow in Medar, and suddenly wished she knew more about the geography of the Land. Of course, she knew that snow was on mountains, she just didn’t know where any mountains were in this part of the Land. It was so frustrating. She decided that in addition to finding Saff, she would also need to get her hands on a map. Wouldn’t it be amazing, if she put the tablet in the light of a rainbow or in snow and more words did appear!

After all, if counting words was correct, she still had two more words to find, so it was logical that there were still more verses to the poem. Besides, it didn’t seem like the poem was finished yet. It all made sense. And this Tyrelia place sounded amazing. She hoped she would be able to find it. That Watcher had thought she could. Mulling everything over that had happened in the past few days, anything felt possible to the girl, all alone in the endless night-time woods.


Chapter 7

THE CAVE PEOPLE

Freya woke early the next morning, stiff and very hungry. But she was still excited about her previous evening’s discoveries, so it was with a positive mindset that she set off to continue her search for Elmwood. As she had determined the day before, she needed to find a safe place to cross the stream. Actually, it was more of a river now, wider and flowing more swiftly, and she kicked herself for not having thought of crossing sooner. She was not a strong swimmer, and she was not about to let herself be swept downstream and into the Chasm.

And so, as she worked her way along the bank, she kept an eye out for a suitable place to cross. The morning wore on and it started to rain. After hours of walking, she had still not managed to find a crossing place. A small seed of doubt developed deep in the pit of her stomach as the rain grew heavier. She drew her hood over her head and, suppressing the worry, continued with determination.

Another couple of hours passed. Her progress was slow. Hunger weakened her, the terrain was becoming steeper, and the rain pelted down, slowly turning the earth into mud so that she slipped and skidded and had to hold on to branches in case she lost her footing altogether.

She plodded on, and was already quite miserable when, to her dismay, she came to a landslide that would require a big detour to get past. Several large trees had slipped right down the slope into the stream. They were so large that they had fallen right across to the other bank … that was it!

Immediately Freya’s spirits lifted. This was the opportunity she had been looking for all day. She made her way over to the fallen trees, but despite her care, the ground gave way underfoot and she ended up sliding most of the way down the bank, where she ended up in a heap against a tangle of roots. In addition to being covered in mud, she was scratched and bruised. She extricated herself from the clinging vegetation and brushed the hair out of her face. Despite the rain, she threw her hood back and tucked her braids into her clothes so they wouldn’t swing into her face. It was bad enough only having one eye without blocking the vision in the other as well.

She studied the fallen trees and made a plan of attack. First, she navigated the muddy tangle of roots, which stuck straight up in the air, blocking her passage to the trunks. She then eased herself gently onto the broad trunk of the largest fallen tree.

She turned to face the opposite bank and, sitting down straddling the trunk, she leaned forward until she was lying on her stomach and inched her way across. The river churned and frothed beneath her, and the farther she went, the closer the tree came to the water.

She was about three-quarters of the way over, with a few metres to go, when the rising waters, pushing against the leafy tangle of branches at the crown of the tree, suddenly shifted the trunk, rolling it and nearly throwing Freya off. She barely managed to cling on and, although she was more in the water than out of it, she clawed her way through the upper branches and finally dragged herself out of the river and onto the opposite bank. She lay gasping for breath, soaked through, and utterly exhausted. She forced herself to crawl a short distance to the shelter of the woods so as to at least obtain some reprieve from the rain. There she collapsed against the nearest tree trunk.

She didn’t know how long she had lain there, but suddenly she started. She must have drifted off. Now it was late afternoon and, thankfully, the rain had stopped. She was still wet through, cold and shivering uncontrollably. Nevertheless, she got to her feet, wobbling slightly, and set out again. Numbly, head down, she kept going. She knew she couldn’t stop until she was warmer and drier. At least the ground was not as steep on this side of the river, and the going was easier than it had been.

She stumbled on and on. There was a dull roar in the distance—the roar of water pouring into the Chasm. She must be getting close now, surely; surely she would find Elmwood soon? She scanned the depths of the forest, straining her eye to see if there was anything besides the endless trees, but nothing indicated that a village was nearby. As she continued towards the distant roar, the trees thinned out before her, and she realised that she was now very close to the edge of the Chasm. What she had thought was simply dusk gathering was in fact the greyness of the Wall in the distance. There was absolutely no sign of Elmwood. She had been wrong. Devastated, shivering with cold and weak from hunger, she collapsed onto her knees. So this is it: the thought drifted through her fevered brain. I will never see my family again. I shall die here all alone and nobody will ever know. She fell forward into unconsciousness.
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Crouched and hidden amongst the trees, a figure observed the girl as she stumbled and collapsed. When she fainted, he approached her.

After determining that she still lived, the man hurried off towards the waterfall and called out in guttural sounds. Shortly, three more men, of the same stature and similarly clad, climbed up out of the Chasm and, between them, they carefully lifted Freya and strapped her into a litter. Using strong leather thongs, and calling to more people below, they slowly lowered her unconscious form over the lip of the Chasm.
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Smoke. She could smell smoke. Not bad, burning smoke, but good, delicious cooking smoke. Warm. She was warm, cosy, comfortable. Voices. There was the murmur of voices. Not shouting, threatening voices, but the safe, quiet chatter of a family discussing everyday business. Hungry! She was very, very hungry. She opened her eyes and attempted to sit up, but immediately collapsed back. She tried to call out, but with days of disuse, her voice only managed a rough croak. It didn’t matter. It was enough to rouse the women working nearby. One of them came over from the fire and put her palm on Freya’s forehead. She said something to Freya, but Freya didn’t understand. The sounds she made weren’t like anything she had ever heard. The woman lifted her head and pressed something wet to her lips. Delicious, warm milk dribbled into her mouth. She gulped and choked, but quickly recovered and, more slowly this time, sipped the remainder of the reviving substance. Satisfied, she sighed and, before the woman had laid Freya’s head back on the furs, she was asleep again.

The next time Freya woke, there were fewer people in the cave. As before, a woman came quickly to her side as soon as Freya stirred. She brought her some meat stew in a rough-hewn wooden bowl. It smelled heavenly, and Freya savoured every mouthful. Feeling stronger, she remained sitting on a pile of furs and leaned back against the rocky wall to observe her surroundings.

She was in a cave, positioned along one side, not too close to the entrance, but still a long way from the back. She couldn’t tell how large the cave was. It disappeared into darkness at the rear, and the light from the entrance and campfire were not enough to reveal its full depths. A large fire, with rocks around the perimeter and cooking stones set up over it, was burning near the mouth of the cavern. Sticks and dry moss were piled against the far wall—fuel for the fire. A couple of small women were seated tending the fire and cooking food. Not too far away, some more women were thumping away with mortars and pestles—grinding some grain, she supposed. They were little people, and their skin was darker than hers. If she hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought they were girls rather than grown women. They were all dressed in animal skins and furs.

Looking up, Freya thought for a moment that tree roots were growing through the roof of the cave. But no. Above her, all sorts of dried herbs and meats were hanging in bunches, from a series of fibrous ropes strung across the ceiling. Hers was the only bed in this cave—she wondered fleetingly where everybody else slept. Two small children ran laughing past her, throwing curious glances her way as they dashed by. She realised with a shock that, while they were small of stature, they were probably only a few years younger than her and not toddlers as she had first thought.

Some people walked past the cave mouth. Feeling strong enough, Freya decided to explore. The women looked at her when she stood up and smiled.

“Can I go and have a look around?” Freya asked, gesturing to the cave entrance.

The women nodded. One of them got up, went over to her, and took her arm. Tugging gently and talking to her in their strange, guttural language, she led Freya outside. At the cave entrance ran a wide path, with a low rock wall constructed along its outside edge. Beyond the wall, a rocky, vertical cliff rose in the distance. With a shiver Freya thought of the drop directly below that wall.

The instant they stepped outside the cave, Freya became aware of a dull roar that had been in the background since she had first woken up. A mist of fine droplets swirled in the air, settling on her hair and face. Freya looked up. She made out other paths, zig-zagging their way to the top of the cliff, a long way above them. Judging by the lightness of the sky, she guessed it was the middle of the day.

As the woman led her along the path, Freya stayed close to the rocky cliff wall rising almost vertically beside them. They came to a stairway hewn into the cliff face going up to the next level, then continuing past it, going right under the waterfall. It was an amazing sensation, walking along the worn path with a rock wall on one side and a curtain of water cascading down the other, shielding the Chasm from her view and making her feel strangely safe.

Just as Freya was beginning to wonder where the woman was taking her, a faintly nasty but familiar smell hit her nostrils. Ahh, yes, ablutions. The woman showed her to a small cave, tucked away at the end of the path at this level. A series of cleverly-arranged, halved and hollowed-out tree trunks ran from under the waterfall along the middle of the cave floor, then cantilevered a fair way out into the Chasm. The woman hung a woven mat across the entranceway like a curtain. Then she showed Freya how to squat over the flume to do her business. The flowing water simply flushed everything out into the Chasm. Quite clever really, Freya thought.

In an adjacent cave, there was a bath hewn out of the wall. It didn’t go all the way to the floor, for under it were smouldering embers, which heated the water. The woman tested the water temperature then diverted some fresh, cold water into the bath via a flume to cool it down a little. She set a pile of clean clothes on the floor, clearly indicating that they were for Freya to change into.

“Thank you!” Freya murmured as she stripped off her filthy clothes and sank gratefully into the warm water. The woman took her dirty clothes and left. There was an array of sweet-smelling lotions in wooden pots lined up inside a crevice above Freya’s head—they smelled like they had been made from berries and bark, and Freya rubbed some of them into her hair and skin, loosening the past week’s layers of grime and mud. It felt so good to be clean, and Freya sighed as she relaxed into the bath for a good soak.

Afterwards, she changed into the strange clothes that had been left for her: there was a leather under tunic and trousers, which were soft and comfortable against her skin. She pulled a long-sleeved dress made of animal skins over the top and tied a plaited leather belt around her waist. All of these items bore extra panels: a sign that they had been altered to fit her. Finally, she slung her satchel over her shoulders. She felt happy for the first time since she had been wrenched from her family—what was it, two, three days ago? It seemed longer.

Her escort was waiting for her outside. Freya decided that introductions were in order.

“Err …” she said awkwardly, “my name is Freya.” She pointed at her chest. “Freya” she repeated.

The woman pursed her lips as she made an ‘f’ sound. Pointing at Freya’s chest, she mimicked, “Freya.”

Delighted, Freya nodded happily. “Yes, that’s right! I’m Freya. What’s your name?” she asked, pointing at the woman’s chest.

The woman also pointed at her own chest and said, “Goh.”

“Goh?”

“Goh,” the woman confirmed.

Walking back through the short, watery tunnel, Freya decided to explore. With Goh trotting along behind her, she climbed up stairs, wandered along the walled passageways, and peered into caves. Everywhere she went, the friendly cave people smiled and waved at her. Goh would presumably introduce her, as she would say something that included the word ‘Freya’—then the people would try repeating the strange word.

Over the next few days, Freya continued to explore. All in all, she counted about thirty caves on three levels. Whilst some were obviously people’s homes, others were communal, like the cooking cave where Freya slept. Some caves were connected at the rear forming a series of rooms. One even had a ladder going through the ceiling to a cave above! She figured there must be about a hundred and fifty people living there.

On the top level, she discovered a number of livestock pens, with sheep, goats, and some chickens. Into most caves the people channelled water from the falls using the halved, hollowed-out log system she had seen in the ablutions cave. This provided a constant source of fresh water for drinking or washing. She was especially delighted to discover the goats, and although she knew that her ‘Nan’ wasn’t there, she loved to spend time petting them and helping with the milking.

And so the days passed, with Freya resting, eating and, slowly but surely, regaining her strength. She spent most of her time with Goh. As she helped Goh with food preparation and cooking, by using a lot of sign language, she learned some basic words such as water, fire, sleep and hungry. But once the food preparation, cooking and mealtimes were over, Freya was left to her own devices.

On the third day, as she wandered around the cave complex, she made a curious discovery: she was on the lowest level, at the ablutions cave, when she noticed that the pathway did not end at the cave as she had first supposed, but that it continued beyond the low wall blocking it. She peered over the wall. The path continued for a short way before leading to some more stairs going down the cliff face. Glancing briefly around to confirm that nobody was watching, Freya climbed over the wall and, her heart thumping, she followed the staircase down.

As she descended, the light grew weaker, but still the stair wound down and down until it was hard to see where she was going. There were no caves, just stairs and landings, zig-zagging down the face of the cliff. Just as she was beginning to think that there was nothing down there and she should turn back, she came to a larger landing that jutted out into the Chasm. She peered intently into the gloom. The landing had handrails on either side. A bridge! She cautiously walked out, one hand resting on the rail. She had gone only ten paces when she saw that the bridge was broken: it had apparently simply fallen away. Curious, she dropped to her hands and knees and crawled to the edge. Below her, there was nothing but blackness. Looking across to the other side, her heart gave a thud of excitement as she thought she saw something. Screwing up her eyes, she squinted into the gloom. It looked like … yes, she was sure that she could see what appeared to be the other side of the broken bridge jutting out towards her—presumably this continued to the other side of the Chasm. How very odd! What in the Land would one do when they got to the other side? Climb the Wall? She snorted at the ridiculous notion and, backing carefully away from the edge, she started the arduous climb back up to the caves. No wonder the path had been blocked off, she thought in disgust. There’s nothing down here! And she shook her head at her own stupidity.

The next day, something far more interesting happened: as she was making her way up to the livestock caves to spend time with the goats, she absent-mindedly put her hand into her satchel and her fingers closed around the Watcher’s pebble. With a pang of guilt, she realised that she hadn’t thought about the dead Watcher since she had come to the caves. Then, as her thoughts slid towards the other Watcher, Saff, she felt the stone grow warm. Pulling it out of her satchel, she opened her palm. The stone was glowing again!

This time it was different, though. As she concentrated on the orb of light emanating from the small stone, she thought she could see an image within the glow. Yes, the colours were intensifying in some areas and almost non-existent in others. The shapes continued to drift and solidify until she clearly saw a man’s face: he looked to be a youngish sort of man, older than her brother, but younger than her father. He had a moustache and neatly-cropped beard. His hair was long and wavy and it flopped into his eyes. Ah, his eyes! They were the most incredibly piercing eyes she had ever seen. And they were looking straight at her! She was mesmerised.

Suddenly, there was a gasp behind her, and a clatter as one of the cave women dropped the bucket she had been carrying. Freya whirled around, instinctively closing her hand over the stone, but the woman’s horrified gaze told her that she had seen the ghostly image. Unsure what to do, Freya stuffed the stone quickly back into her satchel and smiled apologetically at the woman. But the cave woman yelled and within seconds three or four others had appeared. The woman gesticulated hysterically and pointed repeatedly at Freya. They all came at her at once, grabbed her arms and dragged her with them to the large meeting cave, calling out loudly to everybody as they went. There she was pushed to the floor and without any doubt as to their meaning, Freya was told to stay put with some more gestures.

Within minutes, the cave was packed with people. Freya was roughly in the middle of the circle of people, sitting where she had been pushed. The excited babble quietened down as an elderly man, whom Freya had not seen before, entered the cave. He was obviously the leader of the clan. He hunkered down before Freya and gestured at her satchel. With a hundred pairs of eyes on her, Freya drew the stone out of her bag. Her hand shook as she held it out to the man. Reaching out a bony finger, he poked at the stone. Then, glancing briefly at her, not to ask permission, but to indicate his intent, he carefully picked up the stone. Nothing happened. Freya exhaled, relieved. She hadn’t understood herself what had happened. She had no idea how she could explain it to these people. But nothing prepared her for what happened next: the old man looked her straight in the eye and uttered a single word.

“Watcher.”


Chapter 8

WANTED

Freya was so taken aback that she simply stared at the man with her mouth agape.

He held the stone up between his thumb and forefinger and said again, “Watcher.”

Regaining her composure, Freya said, “Yes, yes! Watcher! I got this from a Watcher!” A thought occurred to her. “Saff?” she queried. “Watcher Saff?”

The man shook his head, indicating he did not understand.

“Elmwood?”

This time understanding lit up in the man’s eyes. “Elmwood,” he repeated, and, turning, pointed away over his shoulder into a corner of the cave.

Freya nodded emphatically. She pointed at herself and said, “Freya,” then at the stone, which the man was still holding up, and said, “go to Watcher,” moving her fingers in a walking motion. Then she pointed to the cave wall where the man had indicated and said, “in Elmwood.”

The man nodded his understanding and, having given the stone back to Freya, clapped his hands. Everybody listened as he issued instructions in the guttural tongue of the cave people. He pointed at some of the strong hunting men and also at the woman Goh who had been taking care of Freya. He clapped his hands again and everybody moved out of the cave, chattering excitedly.

Freya went back to the cave where she had been staying and changed back into her own clothes, which had been washed and returned to her. Just as she slipped her satchel back over her head, Goh appeared with another bag. Accepting it, Freya peeked inside and saw various packages of food.

“Thank you for all your help,” Freya said, using the gesture she had learned: palms together, she pressed her hands against her forehead and bowed her head slightly.

Then, smiling, Goh reached up and slipped something over Freya’s head. She looked down. It was a small leather pouch hanging from a thong around her neck. Pleased, she reached into her satchel, extracted the Watcher’s stone, and popped it into the pouch. She tucked the pouch out of sight under her tunic. Thanking Goh again, she turned to leave, but hesitated, then spun back and wrapped her arms around the woman in a big hug. Then she turned again and joined the two huntsmen waiting for her outside the entrance of the cave.

As she walked along the narrow pathways and up the staircase, more and more cave people came out and followed them, until by the time they had reached the cliff top, there was a throng of people to see her off. They were not noisy, but they were all smiling. Freya waved and set off with the two hunters whose names she learned were Tak and Blut. When she glanced back over her shoulder just minutes later to wave again, she was surprised that she had difficulty making them out, so well did they blend into the forest. And so she left the tiny cave people with a warm heart. It would be lovely to visit them again sometime …

That whole day, Freya and the two huntsmen kept up a steady pace. They stuck to the edge of the forest, following within sight of the edge of the Chasm. Every couple of hours they stopped for a rest and to eat some food. As it got dark, they found a suitable place to make camp. Whilst Tak disappeared deeper into the forest, Blut made a fire and hung some hammocks in the trees. Tak came back with a brace of rabbits, which they promptly skinned and roasted over the fire. They did not talk much, and as soon as they had finished eating, they doused the fire and climbed into the hammocks to sleep.

For four days, they travelled in this manner: they woke at dawn, ate a quick breakfast of dried berries, nuts, and cured meat, then spent the day walking at a steady pace through the forest, stopping every now and then for a rest and some food and drink. The huntsmen moved stealthily, and did not talk much. After the sound of the roaring waterfall had died away, the quiet forest noises were the only sounds: the creak of the tree trunks, the susurration of leaves in the breeze, the buzz of insects, the twitter of birds high in the canopy, and the rustle of small creatures as they disturbed the leaf litter at the base of the trees. In the evenings, the two huntsmen cooked up a tasty dinner of whatever prey they had caught during the day. Freya then tumbled gratefully into the hammock and fell instantly asleep, weary from the day’s travel.
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On the morning of the fifth day, Freya was beginning to wonder if they would ever find their way out of this forest, when the monotonous peace was broken by a faint undertone—a distant rumbling. Throughout the day the rumble grew steadily louder. By mid-afternoon the noise had distilled into the unmistakable and familiar sound of rushing water, which filled the air and drowned out all other forest noises. Thus, it was with little surprise and much anticipation that they finally broke from the cover of the trees to find themselves within a stone’s throw of a waterfall cascading over the edge of the Land into the Chasm. This must be the river she had been looking for all those days ago. When they got to the river’s edge, the two huntsmen moved back upstream, away from the Chasm, glancing up at the trees growing near the river. They were obviously looking for something. Suddenly, Blut gave a shout and pointed at one particular tree.

Nodding, Tak unshouldered his pack and dug around in it. He pulled out a coil of rope and expertly flung one end into the air. It sailed like a flying snake, up and over a sturdy branch. Catching the other end, he pulled it down level, then nimbly scrambled up the trunk until he was sitting on the branch. Knotting it swiftly, he said something to his friend. Blut jumped up onto the rope, testing it. Satisfied that it was secure, Tak slithered back down to the ground as Blut swung across the river and landed safely on the opposite bank. He swung the rope back to Tak who caught it and passed it to Freya.

She was a little unsure, but mustering her courage she clung onto the rope as high as she could reach and, wrapping her legs around it, she followed Blut. The wind whistled past her ears and blew her hair back. She was flying! And then, thump. She tumbled onto the ground as Blut made to catch her. She was a little breathless from her landing, but a huge grin split her face. “That was fun!”

They swung the rope back and within seconds they were joined by Tak. He tied the rope loosely to a juniper bush on the bank, and they continued on their way.

They had walked in silence for about half an hour when the huntsmen came to a halt. Freya looked at them, puzzled. They gestured into the distance ahead … and then she saw it: a road. The road to Elmwood. Nodding she stepped forward, but stopped again when the huntsmen stayed where they were. Looking back, she suddenly understood. This was as far as they were going. It was up to her to get to Elmwood now. She went back to them and thanked them both with the gesture she had learned. Then taking a deep breath, she turned and set off towards the road. Looking back over her shoulder seconds later, she was not surprised, this time, to see that the men had disappeared without a trace. She felt very alone.

The feeling did not last long, however, for as soon as she reached the dusty road, a horse pulling a cart trotted by. She let it go by, then stepped onto the road. The huntsmen had brought her close to the edge of Elmwood indeed: the town was visible in the distance and on the opposite side of the road was an outlying farm. Her spirits lifting, Freya set off.

Before long, she was walking past houses, with children playing on the road outside. The smells of cooking wafted from open doorways, and the raised voice of a mother admonished her child. A man passed her, leading a horse. The high-pitched clanging of metal on metal rang through the air—a blacksmith working nearby. Columns of smoke drifted up from chimneys, and dogs barked at passers-by. Freya smiled to herself as she absorbed the smells and sounds that were so familiar to her. Her stay with the cave people suddenly felt a lifetime ago.

She made her way into the town centre—it was not nearly as grand as Targa, but it was still much bigger than her hometown of Nob. There were proper buildings—a butcher, baker, government offices, a tavern, a general store and much more. People bustled here and there. Freya stared about her surreptitiously, making sure her disfigurement was well concealed. She glanced at faces, trying to spot a man who looked like the ghostly face she’d seen in the cave. Nobody. There was a makeshift stage set up in the middle of the square—Freya wondered whether perhaps there were some sort of festival going on? A group of people on the opposite side of the square were looking at notices that had been nailed onto a board. Freya drifted towards them, looking into the shops as she passed, casually trying to blend in.

She reached the knot of people, but she was too short to see what they were looking at. Curious now, she wormed her way forward between bodies and elbows until she got to the front. Looking up at the board a horrified gasp escaped her lips: there on the board was a poster of a girl. A girl with one eye and long braids. Her. But that was not what made her gasp. It was the word printed in large letters at the top: WANTED.

Freya spun around to push her way back through the crowd, but as she did so, she tripped over someone’s foot and fell. A man gave a surprised cry and reached down to help her. As she took his hand, she looked up and her hood fell back, revealing her face.

“Hey, it’s her! It’s the wanted girl!” the man yelled, grabbing her hand and yanking her to her feet.

Before she knew it, there were hands everywhere grasping and pulling, voices shouting, yelling. Somebody tied her hands together in front of her with some rope, and next thing she knew she was being pushed and shoved towards the Office of the Master. But nobody was there.

After a moment of indecision, the man who’d grabbed her first shouted, “To the stage!” Rough hands pushed her onto the wooden platform.

The commotion had attracted more people, and they crowded around her now, shouting and jeering. Somebody threw a cabbage, which whistled within inches of her head, eliciting some booing from the crowd. But what happened next was even more unexpected: Freya simply disappeared into thin air before their very eyes!


Chapter 9

THE VISIONS

The paper that Leena had wrapped the herbs in was, indeed, the very same ‘Wanted’ poster of Freya that Freya herself had seen in Elmwood. Now that they knew Freya was alive, Martha and Thomas were like different people. No longer dragged down by their misery, they had renewed determination and purpose: their Freya was alive and, somehow, they would find her! But how?

That evening, when Leena had brought the herbs wrapped in the poster, Thomas, Martha, and Jack had immediately gone to Leena’s house to meet Hank and talk with him. Hank was a grown-up version of Sam: the same mop of unruly brown hair, sparkling green eyes, and friendly grin. But rather than lanky and skinny, he was strongly built, and had a mass of facial hair such that it was hard to tell where his hair stopped and his beard began.

Thomas and Martha were so excited that, without so much as introducing themselves, they demanded to know why the posters had been printed. Confused, Hank could make neither head nor tail of what they were talking about. Chuckling at their eagerness, Leena made them sit down, and recount their story from the beginning.

Once they were through, Hank stroked his beard. He cleared his throat. “Well, I’m sorry to say I don’t rightly know why those posters were printed, ma’am. You see, we just get told to print something, and that’s that,” he apologised, nodding to Martha. Seeing the disappointment in her face he hurried on. “But that is one strange story. Very strange indeed. You say that woman was from Yawbridge?”

Both Martha and Thomas nodded in agreement.

“Have you heard the rumours about what happened in Yawbridge? About fourteen years ago?”

Thomas and Martha glanced at each other, and Martha let out a gasp, clapping her hand to her mouth.

Her eyes wide, a look of horror on her face, she breathed, “So those rumours are true then?”

Jack leaned forward in anticipation. He could tell that he was about to learn something very interesting.

Thomas nodded slowly. “Nob is such a remote part of Medar that we don’t get many travellers coming through. Some of our people travel to nearby villages to trade, and they brought back stories. But they sounded so awful, so far-fetched, that we figured they couldn’t possibly be true.” He looked Hank searchingly in the eye. “You think they’re true?”

Hank returned his gaze, and Leena placed her hand on her husband’s shoulder as he answered. “I don’t think they’re true. I KNOW they’re true. You see, we’re from Yawbridge, and we were there when it happened.”

In a small voice, Martha asked, “Can you tell us about it, please? It might help us understand about Freya.”

For a moment there was silence, as both Hank and Leena withdrew into themselves. Then Leena sat down next to Hank and gripped his hand.

Nodding abruptly, as if making a decision, Hank said, “Even though it was so long ago, I remember it like it was yesterday. It was the strangest thing. One night, I had a very vivid dream, a vision. When I woke up, I told Leena about it … and she had had the exact same dream! Then we found out that many, many other people in Yawbridge had also had the very same dream.”

Eyes wide, Jack blurted out, “What was it?”

“It began with an image of the gates of Yawbridge. The beautiful, tall gates, shut tight. Then they swung open and a baby crawled out. Next thing, the baby turned into a girl, and the girl grew into an enormous giantess. She grew so tall, that she towered over the Land, and even dwarfed the Golden City! Then she turned towards the city gates, stepped over the city of Yawbridge, towards the Chasm, and in a single motion, kicked down the Wall! And that was the end of ‘the Vision’.” Hank gestured with his free hand. “It was soon the talk of the city—what did it mean? Why had everybody had the same dream?” Thomas, Martha, and Jack all nodded, and glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

Without pausing, Hank continued, “It was apparent that it was prophetic. A girl born in Yawbridge would destroy the Wall, impossible as that might seem. It was the talk of the town, and it was not without some excitement that those women who were pregnant wondered whether it would be their child that might achieve this unlikely feat. It soon became apparent that the Master was not so keen on the fulfilment of this dream.” He gripped Leena’s hand tighter. “Not long after that, the disappearances began.”

Jack held his breath.

“There were suddenly a lot more Guards in Yawbridge. New rules were made about women having to go to special centres to give birth, instead of delivering at home with the midwife as was usual. Most women weren’t too happy about that, and a group of midwives went to the council to complain. They were never seen again. So, the pregnant women complied, and went to the centres to give birth … but all the girl babies were taken away from them, never to be seen again. Word got around, and some women tried to give birth in secret, but there were huge rewards put out for people to turn in those baby girls. And they did. Neighbour turned on neighbour, just for some money. Midwives involved in assisting secret births disappeared. Even some pregnant women disappeared. It was an awful time. And then …” — Hank paused to take a deep breath and, turning to Leena, put his arm around her. Holding her tight, he continued — “… and then, we found out Leena was pregnant.”

Martha couldn’t help herself. She gasped and her hands flew to her mouth.

“Oh, I am so sorry!” she said, reaching towards Leena. She had done the calculation in her head, and realised that Hank and Leena did not have a child that was fourteen years old.

Leena shook her head, as if shaking her hair out of her eyes, and said defiantly, “No, don’t be sorry. You weren’t to know.”

Hank continued in a low voice, “That’s right. She went to the centre to give birth, and it was a girl. They took her and killed her.”

Even though they had all guessed that that was what had happened, hearing it stated so baldly still shocked them. Hank stopped talking, and no one dared break the silence. After a while, he sighed and said, “It went on for two years. Every single girl baby was taken and killed. Or so we thought … until now!” His eyes flashing, he leaned forward as he stated, “But obviously, your daughter—Freya, was it? She was born of a woman from Yawbridge who managed to escape. She could be ‘the One’ the dream was about. In fact, I am sure of it. That is why she was sent to the Pit. And then she must have escaped, which is why the Master has ordered the poster to be printed: so she will be captured and killed, so the Vision cannot become reality!”

There was a stunned silence, as they all processed this information. Then they all reacted at once.

Martha burst out crying, wailing, “Oh, my Freya! She is only a little girl. How can she possibly escape? Ohhh …”

Thomas glowered, his lips pressed together, as he slapped his knee and barked, “We have only one choice. We must try and find her first.” Jack nodded vehemently.

But Hank jumped to his feet, shaking his head furiously. “No!” he shouted. “It’s impossible to get out—think about the injection. It stops you from going beyond the boundary of the fields. If you go any farther, you will die trying—I have seen it. And even if somehow you did manage the impossible and get out, where would you look?”

At that, Martha’s wails became even louder, as she grasped the hopelessness of the situation.

By now Leena, too, was on her feet, but she was frantically trying to hush them all, as she glanced over her shoulder to the doorway, beyond which, a small, brown-curly-haired eight-yearold boy was standing, rubbing his eyes sleepily. It was too late; the noise had already woken him. The sight of Sam standing in the doorway did the trick, and they all quietened down at once.

“It’s all right, my love,” Leena reassured him, beckoning him into the room. “We’re just having a bit of a discussion.”

Sam went to his mother and climbed into her lap saying, “It was a rather loud discussion. Were you talking about the Games? I heard Da say that somebody might die!” His eyes shone with the thought of the dangerous games, the concept of death more heroic than awful to his eight-year-old brain.

Hank blushed as he said, “No, no, we weren’t talking about the Games, son.” He reached over and tousled his son’s unruly hair. Then he paused, as a thought struck him.

He wagged his finger at the others. “No, we must not make any rash decisions, or act without thinking. We must try to glean information, and glean it carefully. I’m thinking there must be some Guards that know something about the poster. We must try and overhear conversations amongst the Guards. And where better than at the Games?”

Leena smiled and nodded, but the others, having never attended, just stared at Hank.

Putting their bewilderment into words, Jack asked, “How do you mean?”

Hank explained how, at the Games, merriment was not confined to only the people; the Guards, too, were prone to getting into the liquor, which as everyone knows, leads to loose lips.

“Won’t it look rather obvious if we’re all just hanging around near Guards when we’re not competing?” Leena pointed out.

Hank had to concede that was a problem, but Jack leaned forward excitedly and said, “But what if we were competing? I mean, if I competed?”

Martha’s cries of protest were swept aside as Hank said loudly, “The lad has a point. It would be the only way to remain inconspicuous. You and your wife,” he inclined his head towards Martha, “would then have an excuse to be wandering around in there—when you see it, you’ll know what I mean.”

“There is another way,” Leena mused.

“Well, spit it out then woman!” Hank sputtered.

“What about the folks serving the drinks to the Guards?” she asked. “Wouldn’t they hear them talking?”

“By the Master, she’s right!” Hank exclaimed, slapping his leg. “That could work! But of course, you would need to go through the right channels to get the job,” he said to Martha.

“Me?” she squeaked in surprise. “Why me?”

“Well,” Hank responded, “it’s not like men serve liquor to the Guards now, is it?”

“Don’t be so hard on her, Hank,” Leena chided her husband gently. “They’re just new here, remember? They don’t know how things work yet. But he’s right,” she went on, turning to Martha. “It is women who serve the liquor. And I think we … ” — she winked at Martha — “. could well have a good chance of being accepted. Let’s give it a try tomorrow, shall we?”

“Yes, I agree,” said Hank. “And you, Jack, will need to pay close attention to the various games tomorrow to see what you think you will do well at. My friends,” he continued, beaming about at them all, “we have ourselves a plan!”


Chapter 10

THE PLAN

The following morning dawned as beautiful a day as there could be in Medar: the skies a clear light-grey without a hint of rain. A good day for the Games. But first they completed the daily routine of getting their rations from the storehouse and eating their breakfast. Then, before the third bell, they met up with Hank, Leena and Sam, and set off towards the arena. Others, too, were already making their way in the same direction, and the closer they got, the more people joined them. Everyone was in a good mood, with happy chatter and laughter already filling the morning air.

A crowd had gathered outside the arena, but this was merely due to the constriction of the by-now familiar archways, which only allowed one person to pass at a time, and somehow caused the blood to throb in their veins. Stern-looking Guards were posted between the archways, each holding a long, pointed spear. They looked so foreboding that Martha suddenly doubted whether they would possibly be chatting idly about Freya, let alone any of them being able to get close enough to overhear it.

However, those thoughts were driven from her head, the minute they had passed through the gates and entered the arena. Martha gazed in wonder at the vast, circular stadium. Row upon row of seats towered above the spacious central games area. This open area had been divided into numerous fenced enclosures of varying size and shape, and was already humming with activity. She followed Hank and Leena around the outer edge of the field. Competitors were already warming up or practising their particular skill.

They climbed up into the first few rows of seats and settled themselves near the wrestling ring. It was obviously a popular sport, as the seats in this part of the stadium were filling up fast. Sam, who had spotted several of his friends, begged his parents to be given leave to go with them. After promising to meet them back at the seats at the tenth bell, he was given permission and scampered off without any hesitation. Leena smiled fondly at the direction he had gone. Vendors selling refreshments were already moving among the crowds, touting their wares. Even though they had recently eaten, the aroma of freshly roasted chestnuts made Martha’s stomach grumble. She gazed around and drank in the sights and sounds. After a few minutes, Leena squeezed her arm gently.

“Come on, let’s try our luck at the Guards’ refreshment tent, then, shall we?” As she slid out of the row of seats, she paused to lean towards Hank in the row below them. “Keep an eye on our basket now, won’t you?” she instructed. They threaded their way through the throng, leaving the menfolk to enjoy the spectacle.

Martha followed Leena to the Guards’ refreshment tent, which, despite it still being early, was already full of Guards determined to make the most of their only rostered rest day in the week. Avoiding the main entrance, Leena walked to the rear of the tent where the serving area was. A dozen kegs of ale were stacked against the canvas on one side, but there was nobody to be seen. As they stood, uncertain what to do next, an almighty crash emanated from inside the tent, followed immediately by a yell of reprimand. A wooden tankard rolled out from under the tent and came to rest at Martha’s feet. Reflexively, she bent down and picked it up.

The same moment, a barrel of a man with a flushed face pushed aside the tent flap and came storming out. Upon seeing the two women standing there he stopped short with a look of surprise. Then obviously making an instant decision he barked, “Well, don’t just stand there. Come in and make yourselves useful!” With that, he spun on his heel and held the tent flap open for them to enter the serving area.

Martha was so stunned that she stood rooted to the spot, but Leena grabbed her elbow and dragged her into the tent, with the burly man right behind them. They were in!

It was gloomy in the tent and it took a few moments for Martha’s eyes to adjust. They were behind a bar that ran the width of the tent. Half a dozen serving women were there already, including one who was still on the ground picking up the various tankards she had scattered when she dropped her tray. A few of them glanced curiously at the newcomers, but the rest of them continued diligently with their tasks. There were several kegs at intervals along the back of the tent with hoses coming out of them, which the other women were using to pour ale into the tankards.

“Hey, you!” a Guard yelled at Martha, waving his tankard over the bar towards her. “Get me an ale, will you!” He threw a few green tokens down on the bar.

Finally coming to her senses, Martha smiled at the Guard, hastily put the other tankard with the rest under the bar, took his tankard and scooped up his tokens. Unsure where to put them, she shot a questioning glance at Leena. The latter grabbed a basket from under the bar and held it out to Martha. Seeing that it already contained some tokens, she dropped those she had received into it and Leena put the basket back under the bar. Then Martha turned to the nearest keg and pretended to be busy filling the tankard, whilst she observed the girl next to her to see how it was done. She handed the tankard back to the Guard with a big smile, but he didn’t spare her a second glance and grabbed his drink without so much as a ‘thank you’.

Leena laughed and shrugged the rudeness off. “May as well get used to it,” she said over her shoulder, as she turned to serve her first customer.

Martha soon relaxed as she got into the routine of pouring ales, clearing away dirty tankards, and wiping down the bar. In fact, she had almost forgotten why they were there. She was so absorbed in what she was doing, that she nearly missed the very conversation that she had been hoping to overhear.

She was stooping to stack newly washed tankards under the bar when Leena suddenly dropped to her haunches beside her and laid a restraining hand on hers, stopping her activity.

At Martha’s look, Leena put her finger against her lips, then whispered, “Listen! They’re talking about the poster!” and pointed above her head.

“No, no,” one was Guard saying, “still haven’t found her. She has vanished in the Sentinels.”

“She’s probably lost, and will never be found,” surmised another. “Those forests are huge.”

Under the bar, Martha and Leena shot worried glances at each other.

“I tell you what though,” continued the first Guard, “If she were my daughter, I wouldn’t want to find her. Talk about ugly!” They moved away, laughing raucously at their wit.

Furious, Martha leapt to her feet and was about to reprimand them, but Leena jumped up beside her and, grabbing Martha by the shoulders, steered her gently but firmly out the rear flap, where Martha stood shaking.

“I don’t know if I’m more angry or relieved!” she finally burst out.

Leena patted her shoulder. “Relieved, I’d say! Come. We must get back to work if we want to be able to come back and serve again next week.” She tugged Martha back into the tent.
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Meanwhile, Thomas, Jack and Hank were thoroughly engrossed in the Games. The first few wrestling matches had been amongst a group of eight young men, some of whom had only just started competing in the Games in the past few weeks. They had taken turns, wrestling in pairs within their weight class. In this group, there were three different weight classes. They each had three games within their weight classes and the two highest cumulative scorers would then go through to the next round the following week. Hank explained that the competitors would not earn money for their wins until they reached the second round. The second- round athletes were considerably more experienced than the first round, as one would expect. The competition was a lot tighter, and it was much less common for one opponent to pin the other down.

Jack was eager to watch some other games, so they moved on, but not before stuffing their pockets full of apples and nuts. They watched some races, then the javelin throwing. They were about to move on to the weightlifting when some women screamed and a collective shout rose from the direction of the tightrope: a walker had fallen off! They were drawn along with the crowd as everybody rushed towards the spectacle. Jack craned his neck above the crowd. A figure lay sprawled on his back on the hard-packed dirt under the tightrope, one leg twisted horribly at the knee. A medic was crouched beside him, but was already shaking his head, indicating that there was nothing to be done. The unfortunate competitor was dead.

As quickly as it had formed, the crowd dispersed. White-faced, Jack hurried back behind his father and Hank, as they made their way towards the weightlifting stage, talking in low voices. But the sombre mood did not last long, and soon Jack forgot all about the shocking event, as he once more became absorbed by the action around him. The men competing in the weightlifting were so strong! Jack marvelled at their bulging muscles, their biceps as big as a squash, their legs as thick as small trees.

At midday, they made their way back to the wrestling ring to find Leena’s basket or, more importantly, their lunch inside Leena’s basket. There was no sign of the women, but the basket was still there, under the seat where they’d left it. After they had eaten and drunk their fill, they spent the afternoon watching the competitions that they had not yet had a chance to see: fencing, horsemanship, archery and, of course, the beauty pageant.

Hank also showed them the betting and enrolment tent, at the opposite end of the arena to the Guards’ refreshment tent. There they observed many excited citizens stuffing gold into their pockets. There was, of course, an equal number, if not more, dejected and disappointed people leaving the tent, counting their losses. Seeing the gold made Jack even more determined to win some for himself.

Soon enough, the tenth bell tolled, and immediately the mood in the stadium changed.

Before he could ask why, Hank answered Thomas.

“Games are finished—we need to be cleared out by the next bell. Let’s wait by the basket for the women folk.”

As it turned out, the women were already waiting for them.

Before they could ask how things had gone for them, Martha whispered, “We have news of Freya! She hasn’t been found, but is missing in the Sentinels. That’s all we found out.”

Hank pondered before responding cautiously, “Well, at least we know for sure that she hasn’t been caught yet. Come, let’s go now—we can talk more at home.”

A half hour later, they were all sitting in Hank and Leena’s living room. Martha and Leena described how they had managed to get into the serving tent and the conversation they had subsequently overheard.

Thomas, too, protested at the comment about Freya’s looks, but Hank, taking no notice, announced that there was nothing for it, but they would just have to wait until the next Games to find out anything more.

Nobody felt it necessary to mention the possibility that Freya might never be found.


Chapter 11

THE GAMES

The week passed with painful slowness. They were so anxious for the next Games that time dragged even more than usual. But finally, the day arrived.

Martha could hardly contain her excitement. Full of anticipation, Leena and Martha once again presented themselves at the Guards’ tent, whilst the men occupied themselves with the serious business of enjoying the Games.

Jack had decided that he was most suited to wrestling, so they made their way to the ring and struck up a conversation with some of the men who were standing watching.

“If you want to wrestle, there are practice sessions during the week right here in the arena—as long as you can convince a trainer to take you on,” said Hank.

“This must be your lucky day,” said a burly chap standing nearby. “My name is Orn, and I happen to be a trainer. I’d be most pleased to train the young ‘un here.”

“That’s great,” said Jack. “When can we begin?”

“Tomorrow,” said Orn, “between the eleventh and twelfth bells.”

Thomas stepped in. “But what do you charge?”

“Just a small fee.”

The knot of excitement that had been growing in the pit of Jack’s stomach suddenly evaporated at the mention of a fee. He had no money! Reading the look of dejection on Jack’s face, Orn quickly offered a solution.

“You can train for free on one condition: you give your first winnings to me, no matter how long it takes you to win.”

Jack could not believe his luck, and Thomas agreed that it was a good bargain. So it was with renewed enthusiasm that they observed the wrestling matches at hand, and they had a most enjoyable day.

But it was a dejected Martha that greeted the men at the tenth bell. Although they had had no problem being able to gain entrance to the ale tent and serve as before, this time they did not overhear one snippet of conversation about Freya. There were no words of comfort that anyone could offer her, for they were all thinking the same thing: if she had not been found by now, surely she could not have survived? They walked home in silence, and in the subsequent days, Martha slipped once more into depression.
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Four days later, Martha, Thomas and Jack had barely returned home after another hard day’s work when Leena came knocking. She burst in the minute Thomas opened the door and waved a poster in their faces. Martha and Jack came running at the sound of raised voices.

“What is it?” Thomas asked.

“It’s another WANTED poster!” Leena exclaimed, as she spread it out on the table. “Hank printed it today.”

The others crowded around, staring at the poster. It was a man. He looked youngish: older than Jack, but younger than Thomas. He had a moustache and neatly cropped beard. He had long, wavy, dark hair, which flopped into piercing eyes.

“Who is he?” Martha asked.

“We don’t know,” Leena replied, “but look at those words!”

Martha read them aloud: “Goes by the name ‘Saff’. Thought to be an accomplice of the dangerous girl with one eye.”

Thomas whistled between his teeth. “By the Land! He’s helping her.”

Martha looked with renewed hope in her eyes at her husband. He placed a comforting arm around her shoulders and gave them a squeeze.

“Cheer up, my love,” he said. “Only three more days to the next Games.”

[image: image]

Three days later the families found themselves once more joining the throngs entering the arena for the weekly Games. Martha felt a mixture of anticipation and dread, hoping against hope that she would hear something, but at the same time fearful that she would once more be disappointed—or, worse still, that she would hear something bad. Still, there was only one way to find out, so she entered the ale tent for a third time with determination.

By now she was quite familiar with the tasks she needed to perform. She could easily listen in on the Guards’ conversations without missing a beat. And just as well, as the new poster was causing as much interest amongst the Guards as it had for Martha. She had not been there long at all before a Guard down the far end of the bar called out to a colleague.

“Oy, Froot! What about that new fugitive then?”

The Guard called Froot was deep in conversation with some others, but was obviously pleased with his popularity as the source of information about this new development. He stopped, mid-sentence, and announced loudly, so that all in the tent could hear, “Well, I certainly know all about it, lads!”

Martha sidled closer to the action, but she needn’t have bothered being so cautious, as nobody was paying her the slightest bit of attention.

Seeing that he had an audience, Froot continued. “That’s right! This chap in the poster, apparently his name is Saff, grabbed that ugly girl right from under our noses six days ago—in the Elmwood square!”

More heads turned towards Froot, and a murmur went through the tent. Martha clapped her hand over her mouth to stop herself from making a noise.

Froot nodded at the crowd gathered around him, pleased with the reaction he was getting.

The first Guard called out again, “Well, if ‘e was in the middle of the square, how did ‘e manage to give us the slip then?”

Others muttered and shook their heads, obviously agreeing with this sentiment.

Froot stared around at them all with a mysterious smile on his face. Slowly quietness spread over the tent, so it was to a rapt audience that Froot delivered his punch-line: “Well, he’s a Transient, isn’t he, and he just vanished into thin air with the girl. Poof! Right in front of hundreds of people. The Master’s right furious, he is!”

A collective gasp went through the tent, but then everybody broke out simultaneously into loud speculation.

“What? A Transient? Thought we’d wiped ‘em out a thousand years ago!”

“Why would a Transient rescue that ugly girl?”

“Elmwood! How’d she get to Elmwood from the Pit?”

Martha’s head was spinning and suddenly she had to sit down. She hadn’t understood half of what the Guard called Froot had said, but she did understand that a week ago Freya was still alive, and she had been rescued by this mysterious Transient fellow, Saff. She closed her eyes in gratitude and let out a huge breath that she didn’t realise she’d been holding.

Suddenly Leena was beside her, helping her to her feet. She was smiling broadly and squeezed her hand.

“You all right?”

Martha nodded. “I am now.”

They went back to serving ale, but it was so hard to concentrate. She couldn’t wait to tell Thomas and Jack all they had heard.

That evening, once more gathered in Hank and Leena’s living room, they went over and over the conversation that Martha and Leena had heard. Nobody knew what a Transient was, but it didn’t really matter, because he had rescued their Freya. How Freya had made it through the Sentinels to Elmwood they couldn’t fathom, but there it was: she’d turned up in Elmwood and been rescued by this Saff person. And now she’d disappeared again, but this time she had someone helping her. But who could he possibly be?


Chapter 12

SAFF

For Freya, disappearing into thin air was not nearly as magical as it looked to the throng around her. One minute she had been standing on a stage in the middle of a crowd of jeering townspeople, ducking cabbages and potatoes. The next she was struck heavily in her chest by an invisible force that left her sprawled flat on her back.

That force had whispered urgently into her ear, “Don’t scream,” and had picked her up and flung her over his shoulder as he leapt off the far side of the stage, sending people flying when he landed in their midst. Before they realised what had happened, he had pushed past them and was sprinting away down a narrow side street.

The people were in a riot of confusion and, whilst some just stared in astonishment, a couple of others with their wits about them had grabbed each end of a long rope and were running in the direction Freya had been taken, hoping to trip the invisible girl. But their efforts were in vain. Freya was by now safely inside the house of Saff the Watcher.

It had been an extremely strange sensation, feeling that she was being carried, but unable to see even herself, let alone whoever was carrying her. However, the minute they were inside the house, with the door locked and the blinds shut, both Freya and her rescuer became visible again. Not that she could see much of the figure in the gloom. But he soon lit some candles, and Freya immediately recognised the face that the glowing stone had revealed: the same neat beard and moustache and the unmistakable, intense eyes.

Freya was so excited that the words tumbled out of her mouth without thinking.

“Oh, I’m so glad I finally found you! You are Saff the Watcher, aren’t you?” she babbled.

Saff apparently did not share her excitement. He untied her wrists, then sat down at the table and indicated for Freya to do likewise.

“Yes, I am,” he stated, “but who are you, and why do you have Merald’s stone?”

Deflated somewhat, Freya sat down. “Oh yes. Well, I’m Freya and …” Her voice trailed off as she recalled the horrific murder of the other Watcher, and suddenly she was overcome with emotion. As tears welled up in her eyes she stammered, “I … I didn’t know his name … the other Watcher. But he saved me! He gave me the stone and told me to find you here, in Elmwood!”

“So,” said Saff sadly, “Merald is dead. I thought as much. You had better tell me what happened.”

Freya briefly recounted her adventures of the past months, beginning with her family being Selected. She decided to omit her discovery of the tablet and its mysterious glowing messages for the moment. Her voice was pained, as she told him about the interview with the official in Targa that resulted in the revelation that she was adopted, and that her real mother was from the province of Yaw.

At this, Saff stiffened and a look of understanding crossed his face, but Freya paid it no attention and continued describing her subsequent captivity. As she told him about the cave people, he leaned forward, his eyes registering surprise. When she described the stone glowing in the caves and seeing his face in the greenish light, he nodded, but said nothing. When her voice grew quiet as her story drew to a close, he leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers under his chin, thinking.

Just as Freya was wondering whether she dared interrupt him, he abruptly placed his hands on the table and pushed himself upright.

“You must be hungry,” he declared. “I have much to tell you. But let us first eat.” He indicated a door she had not noticed. “I expect you will want to use the washroom.”

He strode over to a cupboard and took out a towel. Handing it to her, he asked if there was anything else she needed. Shaking her head, Freya thanked him and gratefully made her way into the small but clean room.

By the time she had freshened up, Saff had set the table with a simple meal: bread with cheeses, ham, fresh fruit, and cups of ale. Suddenly feeling hungry, Freya sat down gratefully.

Saff studied her for a moment, then announced, “I think I shall start with ‘the Prophecy’.” He took a huge bite of bread and chewed thoughtfully. 

Freya followed suit, looking at him expectantly.

He swallowed, washed the last crumbs down with a swig of ale, then in his deep, sonorous voice he chanted:

That which was lost a millennium or more 

Shall be found again by a Daughter of Yaw:

One who cannot see, yet is not blind—

If they seek, they shall find

The Path to set all mankind free

Straight through the heart of tyranny.

There is no need to see to believe;

There is more than one way the truth to perceive.

When he finished he took another bite, but Freya was left with her mouth agape: Daughter of Yaw! Cannot see, yet is not blind!

“I … I …” she stammered, but her throat had gone dry and she couldn’t get the words out. She took a gulp of ale and tried again. “That prophecy is about me!” she finally squeaked.

Saff nodded gravely in agreement.


Chapter 13

EXPLANATIONS

“We Watchers have been keepers of the Prophecy for over a thousand years,” Saff explained. “We have been on the lookout for a ‘Daughter of Yaw’ who cannot see, yet is not blind—you—since we first became trapped in Medar. That is why we call ourselves Watchers.”

“How many Watchers are there?” Freya asked.

“Now only five—no, four of us remain.” Saff winced, and a trace of sadness crept into his eyes. “We have concealed ourselves in various towns and cities throughout the Land—Rube is based in Yawbridge, Paz in Trence, and Thyst in Varton—watching and waiting, communicating with each other through our talking stones.”

“Ohhh!” Freya exclaimed, thinking of the strange green-coloured stone she had been given by Merald. “So that’s what it is! But … how does it work? Sometimes it glowed, but mostly it didn’t.”

Saff smiled. “Each Watcher has their own stone. If I wanted to talk to you, for example, I would merely hold my stone in my palm and concentrate all my thoughts on seeing you. Because I would be ‘calling’ you via your stone, your stone would get warm. But only once you held it in your palm would it project my image for you. And only then can I also see your image.”

Understanding dawned. “So that’s how you knew it was me on the stage in the town square—you had already seen my face when I saw yours, and you recognised me!”

“That’s right,” Saff confirmed, “although I had no idea who you were, or how you came to have the stone. Our stones are a closely guarded secret and never before has anyone other than a Watcher used one.” He paused. “I must confess, after your image appeared to me six days ago, I tried to contact the other Watchers. I was able to contact the other three, so I assumed that it was Merald’s stone that you had. You may be interested to hear that Watcher Rube, our leader, told me that the poster of you had appeared in Yawbridge that day. We compared descriptions and came to the conclusion that the girl in the poster and the one who had contacted me via Merald’s stone were one and the same. However, as I said, we were unable to fathom who you were.”

Another question had occurred to Freya. “How are you Watchers able to turn yourselves invisible?”

“Ahh,” said Saff, “I was wondering when you’d get to that. It is a gift that all Tyrelians possess—that is, the ability to become invisible runs in our blood. Sadly, that ability has weakened over time, since our ancestors became trapped here in Medar, and the blood line has been thinned through intermarriage. Nowadays we Watchers cannot sustain our invisibility indefinitely. However, we can turn ourselves visible or invisible at will and, if we so desire, anybody or anything else we touch, we can also make invisible.”

“Well, that explains a lot,” muttered Freya, swallowing another mouthful of bread. “But how did your ancestors become trapped in Medar?”

“I’ll have to have a long drink before I answer that one!” Saff laughed. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and belched softly before beginning his tale.

“Long ago, small numbers of Tyrelians used to enter Medar unseen, via a secret bridge that spanned the Chasm—somewhere near those cave people you described, I believe.”

Freya couldn’t help interrupting. “Oh yes! I found it! It was underneath the caves—but it was all in ruins. Besides, it didn’t go anywhere. Just to the Wall.” She shrugged her shoulders dismissively.

“Right! But it is said that in those days there was no Wall blocking the way.”

Freya emitted a small gasp at this piece of information.

Saff continued. “Oh! The stories I have heard of the beauty of Tyrelia—it is difficult for me to imagine, but there is tell of rolling meadows of verdant green grass, skies as blue as my stone glow. Mountains as tall as the Wall and forests as vast as the whole land of Medar.” Saff threw his arms out wide to illustrate his description. “Well, anyway,” he continued, “it is not difficult to believe that Tyrelians wished to share the wonders and beauty of their land with the inhabitants of Medar. For that was the purpose of their secret visits: to tell people about Tyrelia and, if they were willing, to take them back there.” He took a bite of food and chewed it thoughtfully. He was not one to be rushed.

“To protect the secret way, normally the Guides—for that is what they called themselves in those days—would only take two or three people at a time. And there were only about ten Guides at a time. Even so, the disappearances were noticed, and the Master became suspicious. He gathered to himself a special army, his Guards, to spy and discover where his people were going (for once they left Medar, they never returned, such was the beauty of Tyrelia), but to no avail.

“Although the Guides were always careful about using their talking stones, the thing about the stones is that you have to be visible to use them. And so it happened that one day, an inexperienced Guide was leading an invisible group out of Targa. They had made it to the foothills of the Sentinels when the Guide’s stone grew warm. Without thinking, he pulled the stone out, causing the whole group to become visible. A Guard must’ve been concealed nearby for, before they knew it, they were under attack. The Guide panicked and, turning himself invisible, he fled the group. But the Guard was able to track him and, although he was not caught (which was indeed fortunate for all Tyrelians, for then the Master would have obtained a Watcher’s stone), he led the Guard straight to the secret bridge.

“News of the compromise of the secret passageway was quickly relayed to the other Guides in Medar and half managed to escape, but the others were still many leagues away in distant parts of the Land, and unable to escape across the bridge before the Master destroyed it and blocked the passage by creating the Wall. You must realise that the Master has great powers and he raised the Wall in an instant! The Master then turned his attention to relentlessly trying to cleanse the Land of the remaining Guides trapped in Medar. And so, the Adelphi were formed: the order of the Guardians of the Stones—sworn to secrecy so as not to betray themselves. It was shortly after this that a wise one amongst the Adelphi received the Prophecy, and so they had another task: to pass on the Prophecy to their heirs and to watch for the One to fulfil it. This is how we became known as Watchers.”

It took a few moments for Freya to digest all this. One thing Safi’s story had convinced Freya of, was that Tyrelia really existed. Her thoughts turned to her tablet and she announced breathlessly, “We need to find some snow somewhere in Medar!”

This was obviously not the response Saff was expecting, for his mouth fell open and incomprehension filled his eyes.

“What in the Land are you talking about?” he demanded. “Why snow?”

Now it was Freya’s turn to do some explaining. It was time to share her big secret with Saff. She took a deep breath.

“I wasn’t quite honest with you before,” she began, but seeing the look of suspicion in Saff’s eyes, hastened to add, “I found something: a tablet, with words on it that told me about Tyrelia. It’s a magic tablet— look, here it is!” She fumbled in her satchel and pulled it out.

As she reached over the table to pass it to Saff, he practically tore it out of her hands in his excitement. He lifted the leather wrappings away to expose the tablet and gazed in wonder at the object. He turned it over and inspected the back. He ran a finger down the smooth surface and jerked as he noticed the numbers etched at the bottom. He inspected the back again, but then looked questioningly at Freya.

“What do you mean?” he asked baffled. “There are no words on this.”

“I know!” Freya exclaimed. “That’s what I thought at first as well. But look!”

Freya grabbed a candle off the table and held it close to the surface of the tablet. As the flame illuminated the surface, writing slowly appeared. Saff gasped, just as Freya had done the first time she saw the words.

He read out loud in his deep voice:

Tyrelia! Land of gold

A land so lovely to behold

O, land of beauty, land of light

Joyous refuge, pure delight

Tyrelia! That land so fair

Of meadows green and clean pure air

Of stately trees in forests vast

Of ancient rocks from ages past

“By the Master,” he breathed. “This is incredible! I must tell the others at once.”

“Wait,” Freya interjected, “there’s more!”

Saff raised his eyebrows at her.

“I would need moonlight for this one though,” Freya added. “When moonlight shines on the tablet, different words appear. I know them by heart, they are:

Majestic mountains, white with snow

Their crystal tears to rivers flow

Splashing sparkles dance up high

Painting rainbows in the sky

Swathes of splendid floral hues

The land with colour do imbue

The golden sun smiles down from high

As he marches ‘cross the sky

“I think I’ve figured out what the numbers mean, too,” Freya went on quickly. “I think they represent words in the poem. You see, there are forty-five words in the first two verses, but the first number is fifty. So, if you continue counting to fifty in the third verse that I just recited, you land on the word ‘snow’. That’s why I think we need to find some snow. I am sure that when we put the tablet in snow we will find some more verses of the poem. Oh, and the sixty-third word is ‘rainbows’, so we would need to find rainbows, too. But altogether there are only ninety words so far, so we can’t get the last two clues yet.”

It was quite a relief for Freya to finally be able to share her amazing discoveries with someone.

“That is truly incredible,” Saff repeated. “I was already sure you were the One, but I am now certain beyond a shadow of doubt! We must expose the tablet to snow and rainbow, that much is certain. But first I would like to take you to the wisest of the Adelphi, Watcher Rube, in Yawbridge. He will be able to give us good counsel, as well as a map, which we will sorely need.”

Saff pulled his talking stone (Freya noted that it was bluish in colour) out of a pouch near his belt and held it in front of his eyes on the flat of his palm. He stared at it intently, obviously focusing his thoughts on Watcher Rube. Freya stared, fascinated, as a blue haze shimmered around the stone. Although she had seen her stone (Merald’s she thought with a pang of guilt) emanate a similar glow, it was still amazing to behold. As had happened with her stone in the caves, the colours in the glowing haze were intensifying in some areas and almost non-existent in others, drifting and twirling until they consolidated into a clearly recognizable image: a man’s face. He looked older than Saff, and had a shock of light-coloured hair, which, of course, looked blue, but Freya assumed was actually white.

Saff quickly explained to Watcher Rube that he had the girl with him, that her name was Freya, and that she was ‘the One’. It was obvious from the way that he plunged straight in, that they had already discussed her. Saff told Rube the circumstances surrounding their meeting: the very public disappearance and escape.

“You have no time to lose,” Rube counselled. “You must leave at once and come to Yawbridge! I will contact the others. Let’s talk again tomorrow when you’re safe.” With that, he dissolved into a haze of blue.

“He’s right, we need to leave at once,” Saff said, stuffing his stone back in its pouch. He stood up, his chair scraping the flagstone floor as he did so. “Here, Freya, you’d better keep this.” He handed Freya back her tablet, which he had put down on the table before he’d extricated his stone.

Freya quickly wrapped the tablet in the leather covering and put it back in her satchel. Saff was already clearing the food from the table. Freya jumped up to help him.

“Put as much of it in your satchel as you can. I’ll just go pack some supplies.”

No sooner had he left the room than a commotion arose outside in the street. There was a loud banging—someone was thumping on the door of a nearby house and yelling, “Open up!”

After a minute, more knocking, this time closer, followed shortly by footsteps pounding towards Saff ‘s house. The Guards were searching the street!

Saff poked his head out of the bedroom doorway. “Quick, Freya, come in here!” he barked.

Freya stuffed the remaining food into her pack and ran to the bedroom. Saff was behind the bed, beckoning her urgently. He was bent over, holding open a trapdoor in the floor. A flight of steps led down. Freya leapt down, with Saff close behind her. Just as he pulled the trapdoor shut behind them, there was a loud banging on the front door, followed quickly by the door bursting open and footsteps thumping overhead. When he got to the bottom of the stairs, Saff grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him.

They were in an earthen tunnel. It was pitch black and smelled musty. Her heavy breathing and the pounding of her heart filled her ears. They had not gone very far at all before Saff was pulling her up some stairs. There was a brief scrabbling sound, then a crack of light got wider and longer until it formed a square, as he flung another trap door open. Saff pulled her out of the opening, and Freya realised that he had made them both invisible. She was suddenly very glad that she was with him. She glanced around. They were in a small, dingy room filled with tools and junk. A shed. Saff lowered the trapdoor back into place and Freya felt herself pulled towards the window—he must be looking out. Freya peered out as best she could. Nobody in sight. He went to a corner, where a lumpy pile was covered by a sackcloth. Flinging away the sackcloth, Saff grabbed the pack that had been concealed there and stuffed some things he had grabbed from the house into it before shouldering it. He looked once more out the window to check that the coast was clear before quietly opening the shed door and creeping out.

But as they shut the shed door, there was a shout and the back door of the house burst open and two Guards ran out towards the shed. Saff grabbed Freya tightly, dropped to the ground with her and rolled under the bushes next to the shed.

His breath warmed her ear as he whispered, “Lie still!”

Within seconds, the Guards ran past them and into the shed. They shouted triumphantly as they discovered the trapdoor. It was not long before she heard them back in the house—they had obviously followed the tunnel and returned to the bedroom. Muffled voices spoke in the house. The Guards couldn’t understand how their prey had escaped them. Next thing, a Guard emerged again from the shed. He searched around it, as the other moved about in the house.

Staying completely still, Freya and Saff lay under the bushes. It was some time before the Guards gave up their search. Saff gave a sigh of relief as he rolled out from under the bush. “That was a close call,” he muttered. “Let’s get out of here!”

Holding hands and still both invisible, they crept out of the city.


Chapter 14

THE SHADY DESERT

They were well out of Elmwood before Saff allowed them to become visible again. By now it was nearly dark and there was nobody around. Even so, he guided her off the road and behind some bushes so that they were completely hidden before he finally let go of her arm. Freya immediately looked down at herself, as if to check that no part of her had gone missing whilst she had been invisible.

“It’s such a strange sensation,” she commented quietly.

Saff made a sound of agreement deep in his throat. They hadn’t talked at all since fleeing his house. “Let’s make camp deeper in the forest where we can’t be seen from the road,” he suggested, gesturing towards the trees.

“Shall I collect some kindling for a fire?”

“No, best not.” Saff strode off ahead of her, pushing his way through the greenery, adding over his shoulder, “A fire may attract unwanted attention.”

When he’d found a spot to his liking, Saff lowered his pack and sat down with his back against a tree. Freya followed his lead and sat near him. The leaves were dry and crunchy under her. A wave of weariness washed over her. It was hard to believe that it was only last night that she’d slept in hammocks with the two huntsmen. Suddenly, Saff’s face was illuminated by a ghostly blue glow. He was trying to contact Rube. As before, the shimmering blue haze slowly resolved into the face of Rube. They spoke quickly, in muted voices, and Freya had to strain to hear what they were saying. Apparently, Rube had contacted the other two Watchers: Paz in Trence, and Thyst in Varton. He had arranged for them all to meet in Flat Crossing in ten days’ time. Saff explained that he had already set off towards Yawside and intended to travel on that side of the Yaw River until they could cross it at Yawbridge, which should only take nine days on foot: quicker if they could find mounts. They agreed that they would attempt to contact each other each evening on nightfall.

That business out of the way, Freya dug a couple of hunks of bread and some cheese out of her pack.

“The road to Yawbridge is fairly straight and runs along the Yaw River,” Saff explained. “The only obstacle I foresee between us and Yawbridge is getting through Yawside. It’s always more complicated being invisible with lots of people around, due to the possibility of bumping into somebody or people hearing us.”

The next day they had a huge stroke of luck. They had woken early, eaten, packed up and been travelling for about two hours when they heard another traveller on the road. Saff quickly grabbed Freya’s arm, turning her invisible as he dragged her off the road. They were near a copse of trees, which Saff guided them into.

They watched as a horse-drawn cart approached, drew level, and then, to their dismay, stopped right by them. However, their dismay turned to glee as the farmer hopped off the cart and headed into the copse, no doubt to relieve himself. The cart was piled high with hay and it occurred to both of them how easy it would be to burrow into it. Which is exactly what they did—very quietly, so as not to disturb the horse. They wormed their way well into the stack and pulled it back into place behind them. Before long, the unsuspecting farmer hopped once more into the driver’s seat, clicked his tongue, and off they set. The gentle swaying motion soon lulled Freya to sleep.
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She was woken by a gentle shaking and a quiet whisper in her ear. At first, she was disoriented, and thought she must’ve fallen asleep in Nan’s stall. But when she tried to sit up, she was prevented by the weight of hay on top of her and she suddenly remembered where she was and who she was with.

“Mmmph?”

“Shh,” Saff cautioned, continuing in a whisper. “The cart has stopped, and the farmer has made camp for the night. I’ve had a peek out. He’s right there, not far enough away for us to get out just yet. We’re going to have to wait for him to fall asleep before we attempt to leave. Looks like we won’t have an opportunity to try and contact the others, as I don’t want to risk the glow being seen through the hay, and chances are it will be too late by the time we get out.”

They stayed in their cosy cave, having a quiet bite to eat and biding their time until Saff deemed it safe to sneak out. They dropped lightly onto the ground and crept quietly towards the small trees set back from the road. Freya kept her eye on the gently snoring mound of the farmer, a black form nestled near the base of a tree, and the larger black shape of his horse, standing asleep nearby. Freya and Saff both took the opportunity to relieve themselves, before re-joining at a safe distance from the farmer. They conferred in whispers and settled on their plan, before stealthily making their way back into their cave of hay in the cart.

The next day Freya awoke once more to the gentle swaying of the cart. As they had discussed the previous night, they stayed put for most of the day, occupying themselves with nibbling food and peeping out of a tiny hole in the hay. Saff spent some time studying Freya’s tablet, but was unable to unlock any more of its secrets. With Freya’s help, he memorised the two verses she had already learnt. All in all, it was a restful, uneventful day. Near dusk, the farmer stopped for the night to set up camp and, as they had done the night before, Saff and Freya made sure he was well asleep before quietly slipping off the cart and melting into the darkness. The next day he would enter Yawside, so this was where they would part ways with their unsuspecting host.

They walked for a quarter of an hour before making camp for the night in the trees that still lined the side of the road. The first thing Saff did when he had chosen a suitable spot was to pull out his talking stone and attempt to contact Rube. As before, a shimmering blue haze formed around the stone, casting an eerie blue light on Saff’s face and hands such that they looked like they were floating by themselves in the darkness. But to Freya’s puzzlement, nothing further happened. No ghostly image of a face appeared in the glow. Saff closed his fingers abruptly around the stone, dousing the light instantly.

Freya looked at him anxiously. “Why didn’t it work?”

Saff shrugged lightly. “Might be asleep already. Might be invisible. I’ll check with the others.” If Saff had been unconcerned about his inability to contact Rube before talking to Paz and Thyst, it was certainly not the case afterwards. It turned out that neither of them had been able to contact Rube either that night, or the previous one.

Saff admitted that it was a little odd, but nothing to be overly concerned about, and besides, what could they do anyway? The best thing to do was to stick to their plan. They would try again tomorrow night. Who knew? Maybe they would be able to contact him then.

The following morning, they woke to an overcast sky. They ate some bread and honey, washed down with water, then quickly packed up their camp. As they emerged from the trees, Saff inspected the horizon. “Looks like rain today. We had better get going.”

Off they set. They had not been walking long before they heard the hoof beats of a galloping horse behind them. Saff grabbed Freya’s arm as they waited for the horseman to pass. He flew past, never suspecting they were there. It was a Guard. They waited until he was out of sight before reappearing and continuing on their way. Shortly, a cart approached in the distance. Again, Saff held Freya’s arm and they stepped farther away from the road. Minutes ticked by as they waited for the cart to pass them and disappear from view on the road behind them. Once more, they reappeared, but no sooner had they set off, when another cart approached them from behind.

“This is ridiculous!” Saff muttered as they once again stepped back from the road. This time Saff kept pulling her farther to the east. “Let’s just keep well away from the road, shall we?”

They moved into the trees, but within sight of the road. Whenever they saw or heard someone, Saff made them both invisible, but at least they were able to keep moving. In this manner, they walked on throughout the day, stopping only briefly to rest and take a bite of food. The scenery was dreary and the journey uneventful. As daylight turned to dusk, they found a secluded spot amongst the trees and made camp for the night.

[image: image]

The next morning, they woke early, had a quick meal of cold food, and set off. As they had done the day before, they travelled off the road, but kept it in sight., Again, Saff turned them both invisible whenever they heard or saw anybody. They made steady progress for the next few hours and just when Freya was thinking it wouldn’t be so bad after all, the trees thinned out as they transitioned to scrubland. The ground was becoming more and more sandy and soft underfoot, which made the going tougher.

This wouldn’t have been such a problem if it hadn’t also started raining. The initial light rain soon settled in to a steady drizzle. They pulled their cloaks tighter around them, drew their hoods low over their faces and plodded on. So focused was Freya on putting one foot in front of the other, that she didn’t hear the galloping hooves until Saff had put his hand on her arm. After the rider had passed them, Saff exclaimed under his breath. Reacting instinctively, she turned to look at him, even though she knew she wouldn’t be able to see him … but, appalled, she realised that she could see him! Well, that is, she couldn’t see him, but she could see his shape: just because they were invisible didn’t mean that the rain fell straight through them. It landed on their heads, their shoulders, and dripped down their backs and arms, creating a watery outline around a distinctly human shape.

“Your invisibility is no good,” she whispered. “What are we going to do?” “We have no choice,” Saff whispered back. “We need to get completely out of sight of the road. Head into the Shady Desert. And pray that we don’t get lost!”

Saff kept them invisible until they could no longer see the road behind them. All around was a grey world of streaming raindrops. They trudged on and on. Now there was no more vegetation, only sand underfoot; they were truly in the desert. Each step they took was soon erased by the rain pounding on the shifting grains of sand. The ground was no longer dead flat, but small dunes had been formed by the wind—in ages past or today, who could tell? They were drenched through, but there was no point in stopping, for there was no shelter anywhere. It was getting darker and darker. Freya strained her eye, peering ahead.

“Look!” she called over the noise of the steady rain, “It’s so dark over there! Why is that?”

“Ah, that would be shadow. This part of the Land is closest to the Wall. So close, in fact, that part of it is constantly in shadow. Hence nothing grows here—and the name ‘Shady Desert’. I suggest we keep the shadow on our right. It should lead us approximately in the direction of Yawbridge.”

“I hope you’re right. Everything looks the same to me. I wouldn’t have a clue which way we’re going.”

And still they plodded on. One foot in front of the other. The sand shifted underfoot, making the going hard. Rain soaked through her clothing, trickling down her back and dripping off her hood, fringe, and nose.

After a while, Freya said morosely, “What’s with all this rain? I thought this was supposed to be a desert. Oh, I wish there were at least some shelter, somewhere!”

No sooner were the words were out of her mouth, when Saff exclaimed, “Well, I’ll be …”

She lifted her head and saw it too: a solitary obelisk in the distance. They were drawn to it like a magnet, such a strange thing was it to find in the middle of this nothingness.

It was large and solid, made of sandstone blocks: Freya stretched out her arms and still could not reach the two corners of one side. She craned her neck to judge its height with her one good eye and figured that it was ten times as tall as she was.

“Come and look at this!” Saff said from the other side of the pillar.

Freya hurried around to the other side to see Saff peering into a dark entrance. There were stairs leading down, down, down, until they disappeared into the gloom.

“Well, what do you think? Shall we try it?” Saff asked, eyebrows raised. “I suggest we at least go a little way in and get out of this infernal rain.” He stepped into the opening.

He went in about seven or eight steps—far enough to be sheltered from the rain, but not so far as to be in the dark—and sat down. Freya followed gratefully.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.” And she promptly opened her satchel to search for food.

They ate a light meal, but when they were done, they were loath to go back out into the rain. It was already late afternoon and it was still raining steadily. Saff fished out his talking stone. He failed to contact Rube again, but quickly updated Paz and Thyst on their interesting discovery. When he was done talking to the other Watchers, Saff suggested to Freya that they camp in the stairwell for the night. Freya was only too keen to agree. She curled up on the step and was asleep in seconds.



Chapter 15

WRESTLING PRACTICE

It was Sunday, the day after the Games. Although Jack was tired after a day’s hard labour in the fields outside the gates of the Golden City, he was looking forward to his first wrestling practice session with Orn. He hurried home after the tenth bell, washed the grime off his hands and face, then changed into the light, comfortable wrestling clothing that Orn had given him. He presented himself at the old warehouse where Orn taught his pupils, well before the eleventh bell.

Three other new pupils, and finally Orn himself, showed up, right on the eleventh bell. “Hello everyone!” Orn shouted.

A chorus of varied responses returned his greeting. After they had introduced themselves to each other, Orn called them to attention.

“Right, you lot, let’s get straight into it. I’m going to start real basic— even though you might think you already know it—just so as we can make sure that there aren’t any holes in your education.”

Jack settled back on the hard wooden bench next to the others with rapt attention.

“The whole object of the sport of wrestling is to get your opponent on his back with any part of both shoulders—or both shoulder blades—in contact with the ground for two seconds. This is called ‘pinning your opponent’. When you pin your opponent, the match is over and you are the winner.”

“Sounds simple!” said the chap to Jack’s left, a big, muscly fellow called Herbert.

Orn grunted. “Might sound simple enough, but it’s harder than you think! Although, if a wrestler is pinned immediately, then a match can be over in seconds,” he conceded. “However, if nobody gets pinned, then the winner is the wrestler who scores the most points during the match. In that case, the match consists of three two-minute periods. If there’s a tie after the three periods, then we go to a one minute sudden-death overtime period.” At Jack’s horrified look, Orn chuckled. “No. ‘Sudden death’ does not mean someone dies. It means that the first wrestler to score a point wins the match. So now I’m gonna tell you how you can score points.”

Jack nodded and leaned forward.

“There are five ways to score points in a wrestling match. The first way is by a takedown. A takedown is when you’ve managed to bring your opponent down to the ground so that most of their weight is either on their knees, thighs, buttocks or hands and you’re controlling them, but you haven’t managed to pin them. That’s worth two points.”

Orn looked them each in the eye to confirm that they’d understood. Nodding to himself, he grunted and continued. “Next is an escape. You get one point if you manage to get away, or at least get into a neutral position when your opponent has you down on the mat. A neutral position means neither of you is controlling the other. Got it? Good, moving on. The third way is a reversal. A reversal is when your opponent is controlling you down on the ground and you manage to come from underneath and gain control of them. That’s worth two points! Now, for the fourth way I’m gonna need someone to demonstrate on. Jack?” Orn beckoned him forward.

Jack got up and stood next to Orn on the padded matting, facing the others.

“The fourth way to get points is from a near fall. You get near-fall points when you almost, but not quite, get your opponent pinned. So, a near fall—or a near pin—is when …” — without warning, Orn grabbed Jack and had him flat on his back on the mat with Orn kneeling beside him, then he pulled Jack’s shoulders up off the mat – “… both shoulders are held for two seconds within ten centimetres of the mat like this, or …” – Orn twisted Jack’s shoulders so only one was touching the mat – “… one shoulder touches the mat and the other is at a forty-five degree angle, like this, or … “ – Orn pulled Jack up and, whilst still kneeling, thrust one of his legs forward, then pulled Jack backwards over his knee, so that he dangled awkwardly – “… your opponent is held in a high bridge, or back on both their elbows.” He pulled his knee out from under Jack, who collapsed flat on his back with an ‘oomph’.

The other boys sniggered. Jack blushed bright red and scrambled to his feet and went and sat back down.

“If a near fall lasts for two seconds, you get two points, and if it lasts for five seconds you get three points. Got all that?” Orn demanded.

“So, to recap, you get points from a takedown, an escape, a reversal and a near fall. Now the fifth way to get points is from penalty points— you can get one or two points if your opponent does illegal holds, technical violations, unnecessary roughness, unsportsmanlike conduct, flagrant misconduct, stalling or incorrect starting position, or a false start.” Orn counted the penalties off on his fingers as he listed them. “Now, illegal holds are basically any manoeuvre used that could cause bodily harm—whether intentionally or not.” Orn glared around at them as if they were all doing illegal manoeuvres on each other right there and then. “This includes holds that restrict breathing or circulation, forceful tripping, pulling your opponent’s thumb or less than four fingers or any hold used for punishment alone. Illegal manoeuvres are penalised as follows: first and second offense, your opponent gets one point, third offence they get two points and fourth offence …” – Orn paused for effect, and practically growled – “… you get disqualified! Are there any questions?”

Herbert cut his eyes at Jack and asked cheekily, “Can you please demonstrate those illegal moves on Jack, sir?”

Orn glared at him. Herbert’s grin slowly faded from his face, and he cast his eyes down to the floor. The other boys shuffled around a bit and cleared their throats, but nobody asked any more questions.

“Right, so let’s get going!”

Orn had them pair up and got them to practise beginning a match, by shaking hands with the referee and each other and then standing facing each other in the neutral position. He explained that for the second and third periods, they got to take turns choosing whether they would start in the offensive or defensive position. A disk toss determined who got to choose first.

“Now we’re gonna practise some takedowns,” Orn announced.

“Yes!” Jack exclaimed under his breath.

“Some different types of takedowns are the double-leg drop, singleleg sweep, fireman’s carry, arm drag, snapdown, and pancake, just to name a few. Let’s begin with the single-leg sweep.”

They spent the remainder of the hour practising takedowns. The time flew by, and before Jack knew it, the twelfth bell sounded, and it was time to go home. He was sweaty, bruised, and exhausted—they all were—but he felt elated at the same time. Calling out cheery farewells to his new wrestling buddies, Jack turned up the street and set off towards home.

He was about halfway home when he heard a gallop of hooves somewhere nearby. He searched for the source of the noise, but as he could see nothing untoward, he shrugged his shoulders and continued on his way. As he rounded the next corner, however, he had to step hurriedly backwards and press himself against the nearest house to avoid getting trampled by the careening group of horsemen.

He had seen plenty of Guards before, but these were the most splendidly garbed that he had ever seen. An ornate carriage was being drawn by two big, black destriers in the centre of the group. The Guard seated on the front of the carriage whipped them incessantly. But what drew Jack’s attention most was not the ornate splendour of the carriage, but the complete lack of windows. Instead, the entire contraption was a solid black mass. He didn’t know why, but Jack’s skin crawled just looking at it.

Once the group had left him in their dust, Jack hurried home.

“Who was it?” he asked Hank later, after determining that his parents didn’t know.

A look of fear passed over Hank’s face as he uttered just two words: “The Master.”


Chapter 16

THE CRYSTAL KINGDOM

Freya was having the most amazing dream: she dreamt she was floating on her back in the black night sky amongst thousands of tiny glittering stars. She gazed around, contented, enjoying her dream, when she spotted something. It was hard to tell, because it was so dark, and the glow from the thousand stars was quite faint, but it looked like Saff floating along beside her, fast asleep. Suddenly, all her drowsiness left her as she realised that she wasn’t dreaming at all. This was real! In fact, she was being carried, for if she concentrated she could feel many hands supporting her, and hear the pitter-patter of numerous feet. And it wasn’t thousands of stars in the night sky; she was in a tunnel, lit by the glow of thousands of tiny lights, glittering in the darkness, softly lighting the passageway.

Instinctively she cried out and tried to sit up. A whisper ran like a sigh through the creatures carrying her, whatever they were, and they tightened their grip on her. She struggled, but the many hands pinned her arms to her sides and her legs together, so that she could not escape them. Resigning herself to go with the flow, so to speak, she closed her eyes and focused on her other senses. The air was warmer than it had been outside, but not at all stuffy.

It smelled faintly earthy—the sort of smell you would expect, being underground—overlain with another, slightly unpleasant odour. She couldn’t place it. Every now and then, something brushed against her face. It tickled, but her arms were pinned to her sides, preventing her from wiping whatever it was off. When she listened intently, she realised that in addition to the slapping noise of the many creatures’ feet and their quiet breathing as they trotted steadily along, she could hear the trickle of water. The sound was getting neither nearer nor farther away; she guessed that there was a tiny stream flowing in the tunnel itself— probably from all the rain seeping through from above. She tucked that piece of information away in the back of her mind.

After a time, she felt a change of movement in her captors: they were slowing down. She opened her eyes again and looked towards her feet. A brighter glow approached—the end of the tunnel. As they passed through the opening, Freya gazed upwards in wonder, for they had entered a massive cavern, lit by much brighter lights, which pulsed and even moved above. Long, sparkling threads dangled down from the lights. The unpleasant odour was stronger in here. She was carried into the centre of the cavern, and then laid on the ground. She immediately sat up and looked around for Saff, only to find him seated not far away from her, blinking, and looking around himself in bewilderment. She wanted to talk to him, to ask if he was all right, and to ask where he thought they were, but the creatures were so quiet that she thought it would be rude to talk. She caught his eye though. He looked as puzzled as she felt.

The creatures themselves, once they had placed their captives on the ground, backed away, forming a semi-circle around Freya and Saff. They were strange-looking things, smaller than Freya, with greyish coloured skin (or maybe that was just because of the light). They had floppy ears— rather like a pig’s ears, Freya thought—big flat noses, enormous round eyes, and absolutely no hair on their heads. Their hands and flat feet looked too large for their small, pot-bellied bodies.

Gnomes.

They were all wearing pale, flowing robes tied at the waist with ropes, and they were all looking over Freya’s head towards something in the middle of the cavern. It had been only seconds for Freya to take this in, and she automatically swivelled her head to see what they were all looking at.

In the middle of the cavern was a majestic, sparkling throne, its clean lines sweeping up towards the glittering roof. Four obelisks towered at each corner around the base of the throne, mirroring the one they’d entered in the Shady Desert. A flight of steps led up to the seat of the throne, and there reclined the most beautiful woman Freya had ever seen. She was dressed completely in white, her clothes studded with sparkling gemstones, so that light seemed to emanate from her very being. She had long, golden hair, that flowed over her shoulders and on to her lap; on her head she wore a silver circlet encasing a large, clear crystal at her brow.

She gestured to Freya and Saff, sprawled at her feet and said in a musical voice, “Welcome, strangers, to my realm. I am Queen Crystal. Pray, tell me who you are, and what brings you here.”

Freya glanced at Saff, and he frowned and shook his head a fraction, indicating that she should not say anything. He cleared his throat and addressed the Queen.

“Oh, Queen, my name is Saff, and this is my niece, Freya. We did not mean to intrude; we were only trying to shelter from the storm. We lost our way in the desert on our way to relatives in Yawbridge. Please forgive us, and let us go on our way.”

The Queen looked amused. “You lost your way in the desert?” she queried, in a light, teasing voice. “One has to first wander far off the road before becoming lost in the desert. Pray tell, what made you wander off the road?”

“Well, your Majesty, there were many Guards about, and … we did not wish to be seen,” Saff responded.

Just then, one of the Queen’s subjects, who had sidled up to her throne during this conversation, bowed low and, murmuring such that Saff and Freya could not hear what he said, presented something to her. To Freya’s horror, it was her satchel. Instinctively her hand flew to her shoulder where the strap usually rested and indeed, her satchel was gone. The Queen’s eyes widened as she reached for the bag.

“Why, what have we here?” She flipped open the flap, reached inside the satchel and pulled out Freya’s tablet.

A gasp escaped Freya’s lips, which she immediately regretted, for the Queen shot her a sharp look as she unwrapped the object.

The tablet shone faintly, reflecting the many lights off its smooth surface. The Queen held the tablet in front of her, tilting it this way and that, inspecting it. Freya craned her neck, trying to see if any writing was appearing on it, but could not make anything out.

“What is this bauble?” the Queen asked in her lilting voice. “Perhaps this object is the reason for your avoidance of the Guards. What say you?”

“It is true that it is precious to me, your Majesty,” Freya piped up, “but only because I found it and it is all I have to remind me of home, of my mother and father … who have both been taken from me!” At these last words Freya was overcome with grief, and tears welled up in her eyes. Rapidly she blinked them away, and they trickled down her cheeks. She roughly brushed them with her sleeve.

The Queen was looking at her thoughtfully, considering the truth of the words, her head tilted sideways.

“That is very sad,” she said in a way that made it clear that she did not think it sad at all. “But I do not think it likely. Perhaps some time in the cage is in order, so you can reconsider your answer. And if you do not wish to share, well then, I am sure our glow-worms will be pleased for some fresh meat.” She flicked her hand at the ceiling as she said this and rose to her feet. “Lock them up!”

Everything happened very quickly after that: as the gnomes reached for Saff and Freya, Saff disappeared. Some gnomes went flying as the invisible Saff pushed them aside. Freya was grabbed firmly, whilst others groped vainly around the spot where Saff had last been. The Queen, who was still standing on her pedestal, let out a cry, as the tablet and satchel were wrenched from her grasp and immediately disappeared into thin air.

“He’s here! Get him! Get him!” the Queen shrilled, pointing at the air in front of her.

A dozen gnomes came rushing towards the throne, their arms stretched out in front of them. But they all crashed into each other and landed in a tangled heap in front of the throne.

“Fools!” the Queen shrieked. “He’s getting away! Spread out. Search everywhere! And lock her up!”


Chapter 17

ESCAPE

The gnomes dragged Freya off down a side passage, whilst chaos reigned in the great throne hall. They shoved her into a cage of sturdy poles lashed together. The sound of the gnomes’ feet slapping on the cave floor echoed all around as they ran about searching for Saff, mingled with the Queen’s agitated voice, issuing commands to her hapless subjects.

A squat gnome with tufts of hair poking out of his nostrils locked the cage with a heavy chain and padlock.

“At least she’ll save us making that wretched trip to Yawbridge for fresh meat,” one of the gnomes sniggered.

Then five gnomes stationed themselves around the cage, alert and armed with spears. Freya sat down on the floor of the cage, wondering how Saff was going to get her out—if he was going to get her out.

Everywhere, the caves and passages were illuminated by the glowing lights, which Freya now knew were actually glow-worms—giant glowworms, Freya noted, as she peered up through the bars of the cage. Silky threads dangled down from them, and glistening drops glittered on the threads. One dripped onto her cheek—she wiped it off with her finger, and found it was very sticky. She sniffed it—ugh! That was obviously where the odour she’d noted previously came from. She sighed and leaned back against the cage bars. Saff was taking his time to rescue her. She hoped he would come soon.

But he didn’t come. Freya lay down on the floor of the cage. She was exhausted, and despite her discomfort, she soon fell into a deep sleep.

Hours later, stiff, and sore, Freya jerked awake. Something had woken her. She strained her ears. Yes, there was the noise again. She scrambled to her knees and peered through the bars. The sound was coming closer. She held her breath in anticipation … and then fell back in dismay, as five more gnomes marched into the small cave where she was being held captive. They spoke briefly to the gnomes guarding her, then unlocked her cage and dragged her out. Saff, where are you?

The gnomes marched her back out through the main cavern, which was now mostly deserted, and into another passageway. She emerged into a spacious cave to see a large number of gnomes gathered around a pit in the floor. The Queen was seated on a slightly less impressive throne at the opposite end of the pit. Freya was brought to stand at the edge, while two guards gripped her arms. Freya looked into the pit. It was seething with massive grubs, their pale bodies writhing over one another. But it was their heads that caught Freya’s attention: no eyes, just a gaping hole for a mouth, containing a multitude of sharp fangs all pointing inwards, designed to draw their victims into their soft bellies.

“Well,” the Queen called, “I trust you have had time to think about my proposition. If you will tell me why that tablet is so important that you risked entering the desert, I will let you go. If not,” she looked pointedly at the pit, “our worms shall feed.”

Freya had thought about it. And had decided that there was nothing to gain by telling the Queen anything, whether or not she were to die right there and then. Saff had the tablet. He knew its secret—how to read it. It would be up to him to find the way now. She felt very calm as she replied, “Yes, your Majesty, I have. I will tell you nothing.” She lifted her chin defiantly, waiting to be shoved into the pit.

But the shove never came. At that very instant, her captors’ hands were struck from her wrists, she was grabbed around the waist from behind and in the blink of an eye, she had vanished into thin air. Saff swung her around and ran out of the cave carrying her, as the Queen sprang to her feet shrieking, “After them!”

But the gnomes were hampered by the pit and the narrow entrance to the cave. They fell over each other in their attempts to reach the exit— some even fell screaming into the pit. Saff sprinted for his life, back into the main throne room, then into another tunnel, still carrying Freya.

“About time!” Freya whispered into his ear. “I thought you’d never come!”

Saff grunted in reply, as he ducked into a new tunnel. Slapping feet were close behind. Saff didn’t dare set Freya down yet, so he kept running and running, randomly taking side tunnels, changing direction at every junction.

After a time, they could no longer hear the sounds of pursuit and Saff slowed down, then drew to a halt and gently put Freya on her feet, but did not let go of her.

“I think it’s safe to rest for a bit,” he murmured, as he leaned against the tunnel wall, panting.

“What happened? Why didn’t you come and get me sooner?”

“I couldn’t. You see, when I grabbed the tablet and your satchel … oh, here you are,” he said, handing it back to her, “… I hid under the throne. Then of course, the Queen didn’t leave her throne, and the gnomes were all over that throne room. I couldn’t risk leaving my hiding place until the Queen left. And that was only seconds before you were marched into the pit cave. I came as soon as I could!”

“Thank you. Again,” Freya said, squeezing his arm.

They set off again, walking quietly through tunnel after tunnel. There was still no sound of pursuit. Eventually Freya asked Saff if they could have a sleep—she was so tired. Saff agreed, although he had no idea whether it was night-time on the surface. They curled up close together against the rocky tunnel wall and were asleep within minutes.

When they woke, having no idea of how long they had slept, they had a bite to eat then continued wandering through the tunnels, always straining their ears for the sound of those slapping feet. At one point, they stumbled into a cavern containing a large lake—obviously the final destination of the trickling water Freya had heard initially when she thought she was dreaming. Quickly leaping back from the water’s edge, they skirted around the massive body of still, black water, keeping close to the cave’s wall.

After a while Saff said with frustration in his voice, “Not only did we lose our pursuers, we lost ourselves!”

It was true. They were wandering around aimlessly. What was worse, they had found their way into tunnels with very few glow-worms, such that they could hardly see a thing. There was not a sound, except for the quiet gurgle of trickling water.

“That’s it!” Freya exclaimed, pulling on Saff’s arm in her excitement. “The water! I bet you it’s flowing down from the surface somewhere—so all we need to do is follow it against the direction of flow.”

“Great idea, except it’s so dark, we can’t see the water to tell which way it’s flowing.”

“Maybe we can feel it?” Freya crouched down, feeling the floor of the tunnel, trying to locate the water. But when she found it, it was too sluggish to tell. Disappointed, she shared her finding with Saff. “If only we had some wood. I could light it to fashion us a torch.” Freya sighed.

Saff stiffened.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing! It’s just that you’ve hit the nail on the head! We do have a light. Two lights, in fact.”

“We do?” Freya asked, surprised.

“Get out your talking stone and focus on me. I’ll do the same, but focus on you.”

It was the strangest sight: two ghostly images swirling in the darkness, a green one of Saff and a blue one of Freya. The glow from the stones cast enough light to illuminate the tunnel a few paces ahead of them— and, more importantly, to figure out which way the water was flowing.

“You’re brilliant!” Freya breathed.

Saff flashed a smile at her. “But remember,” he warned, “as soon as we hear somebody coming, cover up your stone!”

Freya nodded.

After that, they made steady progress, confident that they were heading towards the surface. A couple of times they heard the familiar slapping sound of gnomes’ feet and quickly concealed their stones, Saff making their bodies invisible again. They walked and walked and walked. Eventually they succumbed once more to sleep.

When they woke, they continued as they had before, with the glow of their talking stones casting ghostly lights to illuminate their way. And all the while they headed gradually but steadily uphill towards the surface. They trudged on, stopping twice for a rest and to eat. Freya was wondering whether they should once more find a place to sleep, so weary was she, when they turned into a long, straight passage that led steeply upwards. There was a faint rumbling sound in the distance. Freya looked at Saff, but he just shrugged his shoulders, indicating he didn’t know what the sound was either. Suddenly they came across some steps leading upwards, faintly illuminated by a light source in the distance.

They tucked their stones away and Saff grabbed Freya’s wrist as he made them invisible. The rumbling sound was a lot louder now, and there was a fine mist in the air. They sidled up the stairs, Saff in the lead, straining their ears and eyes for any sign of the gnomes. Saff stopped abruptly, and Freya bumped into him.

“Ouch,” she said, rubbing her nose.

Instantly, she regretted having made a noise, as she, too, spotted the two gnomes stationed either side of a doorway—the opening to the outside world. The gnomes spun around to peer into the tunnel. One of them called out, “Who goes there?”

Freya and Saff froze on the spot. The gnome that had called out stepped down the stairs into the tunnel. Saff and Freya flattened themselves against the wall and held their breath. The gnome came closer and closer … and stopped right beside them, peering into the tunnel. He stood there for several heartbeats, then spun on his heel and marched back to his companion. “Nothing there,” he announced, resuming his post.

Barely daring to breathe, Saff and Freya crept up the stairs towards the gnomes. The mist was thick in the air, fine droplets swirling and dancing in an unseen draught. It was much lighter now, and they could finally see what was causing the rumbling noise: it was a waterfall, cascading over the tunnel entrance, concealing it, no doubt, from the rest of the world. Saff, pulled Freya gently behind him, and tiptoed forward, slowly, slowly, nearly there … and then they were level with the gnomes. Freya looked at the guard with her good eye as she crept past. She was within inches of him, but he stared stolidly ahead. Her cloak brushed his leg, tickling it, and he reached down, swiping at his leg. A moth fluttered overhead.

“Pesky moths,” the gnome muttered.

Freya briefly closed her eyes in relief. And then they were past them. She wanted to run, but still they crept stealthily, following the track behind the waterfall. It was narrow, wet, and slippery. The cliff wall on their left was thick with moss, and shone with droplets of water. The air in front of her shimmered—it was the droplets resting on Saff! She looked behind her, fearful that the gnomes would see it too, but the guards were no longer in view. Breathing a sigh of relief, she turned back to Saff, only to find that they were emerging from behind the curtain of water.

The sight was breathtaking. They were on a narrow rocky path. Below them a sheer cliff face plunged down, down, to depths unseen. Above them, it stretched out of sight. Facing them, across the yawning abyss of the Chasm, was the Wall. And shimmering above the waterfall, magnificent in the light of the setting sun, was a vast, beautiful arc of many hues: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. A rainbow.


Chapter 18

THE RAINBOW

Freya gazed awestruck, at the rainbow. She had never seen one before in her whole life.

“Quick, Saff! We need to get to it straight away, before the sun sets!”

Saff scrutinised the steep stairway carved into the cliff face. “It’s an awfully long way up. We had better get going then—and we had better take care.”

Off they set. It was an excruciating climb. Already weary from their days of fleeing Queen Crystal’s gnomes, Freya’s muscles ached as she forced her legs to climb the next step and her arms to pull her up. Her fingertips were bruised from clinging to the rocks and her fingernails were ripped. Still she kept going, toiling up the steep, narrow staircase. At last, the top was within reach. With renewed energy, she pushed herself on, until, finally, she crawled off the last step and flung herself, exhausted, onto the grassy verge of the cliff top. Shortly, Saff landed beside her, breathing heavily with exertion.

Freya rolled onto her back, then sat up suddenly with a small cry of dismay: the sun had already set, and the rainbow was gone.

“Never mind,” Saff consoled her, patting her shoulder. “It’ll be there tomorrow, I’m sure. But right now, we need to camp for the night.” He surveyed the grassy plain around them. Small, scraggly trees were dotted here and there. “I know you won’t like it, but I think we should head back down the stairs to that ledge we passed not too far from the top. I noted several caves off it—they will be our best bet.”

Freya hated to admit it, but she had to agree. With a sigh, she got to her feet. “All right then, let’s go.”

Although they were deeply exhausted, the first thing Saff did when they were safely inside the cave was to try and contact Rube. He sat down and fished out his talking stone.

“Come on Rube, answer me!” he muttered under his breath.

But, as before, the swirling blue haze did not resolve into a head. Next, he tried Paz and was able to get through. He updated him on their recent adventures with Queen Crystal and her gnomes. Paz confirmed that it had been three days since they had last contacted him from the entrance to the obelisk. But he also passed on the disturbing news that neither he nor Thyst had been able to contact Rube the whole time. After a few minutes, Saff put the stone away with a sigh.

“Oh well, I guess there’s nothing for it but to go to Rube’s house and see what we can find out,” he declared. Without further ado, he lay down and rolled himself into his blanket.

The floor of the tiny cave was rocky and hard, but Freya and Saff slept as soundly and deeply as if they were in the most comfortable feather beds in the Land.

They awoke the next morning, refreshed, but stiff and aching from the previous day’s exertions. Yawning, Freya stretched her arms over her head as she gazed out of the cave’s mouth. Suddenly, she remembered about the rainbow, and a thrill ran through her. They quickly ate a cold breakfast and packed up their belongings. As they stepped outside to commence the climb to the top, it was drizzling and the skies were overcast. There would be no rainbow without the sun.

Disappointed, she stepped back into the cave and sat down, dejectedly. “What are we going to do now?” she wailed.

“Why, what we always intended to do of course! We’re going to try and find Rube.”

They set off again, back up the treacherous stairway to the top of the cliff. They emerged as before next to the falls. Gazing around him, Saff took his bearings.

“I think these might be the Yaw Falls,” he speculated. “We are definitely no longer in the Shady Desert, and I can see a city in the distance there. The geography fits.”

Assuming Saff was right, they would need to follow the Yaw River back upstream to find the city. But first, they needed to rest after their climb. Despite the drizzle, Freya flopped back on the ground and closed her eyes. She focused on the feeling of the tiny drops landing on her face. Suddenly, brightness shone through the eyelid of her good eye and her face warmed: the sun had come out from behind the clouds.

Her eyes flew open and she leapt to her feet, gazing out towards the thundering falls. As she had hoped, a beautiful, bright rainbow hung in the air, right in front of her.

“Saff! The rainbow’s back!” she exclaimed.

Hardly believing her luck, she fumbled in her satchel and extracted the tablet. Whipping the leather wrapping off, she ran to the edge of the cliff and, dropping to her knees, she leant forward to hold the tablet out to the rainbow. Saff had come up beside her and was peering intently at the tablet.

“It’s not working!” Freya exclaimed. “I can’t get it close enough to the rainbow.”

“Here, let me try,” Saff offered.

Freya handed him the tablet and Saff, kneeling as close to the edge as he dared, reached out to the rainbow with the tablet.

“I just can’t quite reach it!” he yelled over his shoulder. “I’m going to try lying down.” He lay on his stomach and, putting the tablet down for the moment, wriggled his way forward until his whole torso was over the edge. “Now I need you to pin my legs down!” he called back over his shoulder.

Freya promptly sat on his legs. “Is this all right?”

Saff grinned in reply. He picked up the tablet, and, gripping it tightly, he slowly reached out, exposing it to the rainbow. Freya held her breath. As the light from the rainbow touched the surface of the tablet, faint writing appeared then brightened. Carefully, Saff brought the tablet back to the safety of the bank and Freya helped him back up. Together they studied the words:

As flaming sunset turns to night
 
Stars and moon cast silver light
 
On all who choose to live lives free

From the Master’s tyranny

He has no claim to any throne

He long ago was overthrown
 
By the Ancient, true and just
 
In whom all living things can trust

“Oh,” Freya exclaimed breathlessly, “I was right!” She had been counting the words. “The ninety-second word is ‘flaming’—that’s flame—and the ninety-ninth word is ‘moon’, so it is the different types of light and substances that cause different words to appear, exactly as I thought!”

But Saff’s thoughts had gone down another path. He was muttering under his breath, “Free from the Master’s tyranny! And what is the ‘Ancient’?” He turned his head to look Freya in her good eye. “Can you remember these words?” They were already beginning to fade from the surface of the tablet.

“Umm, I’m not sure.”

“Well, I doubt we’ll get another opportunity to reveal them once we’ve left this place. Let’s expose the tablet to the rainbow again to make sure we can remember these words exactly right.”

Repeating their manoeuvre, Saff lay on his belly gripping the tablet firmly, and stretched his hands out into the shimmering rainbow light, causing the mysterious words to once again shine brightly. Once safely back away from the treacherous edge of the cliff, they both studied the words intently, committing them to memory. When the words had finally faded completely, Freya tucked the tablet back into her pouch.

“So, what is the Ancient?” Freya asked, adjusting her satchel strap to rest more comfortably on her shoulder.

“That’s just it. I don’t know,” Saff responded, “but if anyone does know, it will be Rube. Even more reason for us to get to Yawbridge with all haste!”

It took them most of the day to get within sight of the outskirts of Yawbridge. They passed the time by reciting the entire poem, correcting each other if they got even one word wrong. The road was practically deserted, with Saff only having to turn them invisible once. This was most likely due to the fact that the sole purpose of the road was as access from Yawbridge to the falls. Obviously, most people had little reason to visit the waterfall. However, dusk was falling, and they decided it would be prudent to wait until morning before attempting to enter Yawbridge. They spotted a large stand of trees not too far off the road and crawled into its midst. The dense foliage concealed them completely. They contacted Paz and Thyst, letting them know that they’d be entering Yawbridge the following morning. Then they made short work of their supper before curling up in their blankets for the night.

The following morning, they rose with the grey of dawn and continued on the back road to Yawbridge. When they came into view of the city gates, Freya stood behind Saff and held on tightly to his belt. Confirming that there was nobody in sight, Saff turned them both invisible. It was mid-morning when, in single file, they entered Yawbridge, walking slowly and quietly so as to minimise any chance of accidentally bumping into somebody or attracting attention.

They were not on the main road into Yawbridge, and the streets were not very busy at all. In that respect it helped them. On the other hand, Saff was unfamiliar with this part of the town, so he was unsure of the way to Rube’s house. They headed deeper into the heart of the town so that Saff could find his bearings.

The town was larger than Elmwood, but it was not nearly as busy. The dirt roads were flanked on both sides by two and three-storey brick houses, all joined together. Front doors opened directly onto the street—no yards for children to play in, Freya observed. Many of the windowsills were adorned with clay plant pots, filled with brightly coloured flowers. Every now and then narrow alleys separated the blocks of houses. They were dingy and dark, and Freya could not see down them very far. An unpleasant odour wafted from them, causing her to wrinkle her nose. A door slammed nearby, and a woman bustled out carrying a large wicker basket on her forearm. She went next-door and called out to her neighbour, who immediately came out of her house, similarly carrying a basket. Chatting gaily, they headed briskly towards the town centre. Freya guessed that they were off to the market. From behind one of the closed doors a baby wailed.

Saff and Freya carefully followed the women down the street. Presently, they came to an intersection and Freya bumped into Saff as he stopped to decide which way to go. He spotted the women to the left, and they resumed their journey. The noises of the market floated to them—vendors crying out, the chatter of the townsfolk, music from an organ grinder. As they rounded a bend in the street, Freya glimpsed the market framed by the narrow space between the houses. They approached cautiously, and stopped at the corner. They were in a small side street that spilled onto the town square roughly in the middle of one of its sides. Although it was busy, much of the activity was located centrally, so that it should be easy enough to skirt around the edges.

Saff must have come to the same conclusion, for he gave a slight grunt and whispered, “Now I know where I am. To the right.” He moved off in the direction he had indicated.

They had not gone far when they came across a notice board upon which several yellowed parchments fluttered. Nobody was looking at them—they were either not recent, or the market activities were far more interesting. But as the invisible Saff and Freya walked quietly past, Saff let out a low exclamation and stopped in his tracks. Freya saw immediately what had caught his attention and a chill ran down her spine: there, on the notice board, was the WANTED poster of Freya. And right beside it was another WANTED poster. This one depicted a youngish sort of man with a dark moustache and beard, which was not too much longer than his chin. He had long, wavy hair which flopped into his eyes, and was wearing a hooded robe. It was Saff.

“So,” Saff whispered, “we must assume that such posters have been distributed throughout the Land and that we are both recognizable to all. We must be vigilant at all times!”

Although Saff couldn’t see her, Freya nodded in agreement as they set off once more.

They had almost made it to the street at the corner of the square, when two dogs came running out of the market crowds and headed straight towards them. Saff reached behind him, pushing Freya flat against the buildings. The dogs came bounding closer, barking in their play. And stopped suddenly right beside Saff and Freya as they scented the unseen people. Curious, they sniffed the travellers’ feet and legs. Freya froze and kept her hands entwined in Saff’s belt. She didn’t think the dogs would take too kindly to an invisible hand scratching their heads.

One of the dogs gave a sharp bark. The other followed suit. Saff was fumbling frantically in his bag, and a piece of sausage materialised suddenly out of thin air and landed on the ground a few yards away. Instantly distracted, the dogs leapt to the sausage and, growling and snarling, fought over it.

“Let’s go!” Saff hissed. Pulling Freya with him, he dashed down the street and away from the town square. He slowed down once they were in the safety of a side street. “That was close,” he breathed.

Freya nodded silently.

“I’m pretty sure Rube’s house is just off this street. Next left. Don’t let go of me!”

They waited for a man to pass by with a cartload of vegetables, then crossed the road and made their way carefully to the street Saff had indicated. As they rounded the corner, Saff stopped suddenly and let out a quiet cry of dismay. Freya didn’t need to ask what was wrong. She could see for herself: on the opposite side of the street, about halfway down, two Guards were stationed outside one particular door. Freya guessed it was Rube’s house.

She felt herself pulled back the way they had come, out of Rube’s street, then away from the town square and its busy bustle, into one of those dark, dank alleys she had observed on their way into the town. It was deserted, and Saff stopped once they were a fair way in. It was quite dark, and smelt of human waste. They leaned against a wall.

“Well, I guess that was not unexpected,” Saff whispered.

“What are we going to do?”

“I have an idea, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”
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Half an hour later, her heart thumping wildly in her chest, no longer invisible but with her cloak hood pulled well over her face, Freya sauntered into the street within sight of the Guards at Rube’s house. She walked causally towards them on the opposite side of the footpath. She was just metres away from them when she peered out from under the rim of her hood. She had their attention. She paused and looked up towards the roof, causing her hood to fall back, exposing her scarred face.

One of the Guards let out a cry. “It’s the one-eyed girl! Get her!” He immediately stepped towards her, the second Guard close behind.

Freya spun on her heel and raced back the way she had come. She sprinted like she had never sprinted before, the two Guards hot on her heels. She flung herself around the corner and threw herself into the alcove of the nearest doorway … and vanished.

The two Guards, several paces behind her, rounded the corner and ran straight past the spot where Saff had grabbed Freya. As the Guards thundered on down the street, Saff and Freya, both invisible, slipped back the way they had come and dashed to the house. They ran up the front steps, threw open the door, ducked inside and, slamming the door shut, fell in a heap on the floor. Scrambling to his feet, Saff cautiously peered out the window.

“They’re coming back,” he hissed. “Stay out of sight!”

Still panting from their exertion, he dropped back to his knees and crawled through the doorway to the next room. Freya followed suit and closed the door behind them. They were in what looked like an office or a study. There was a desk against one wall, under a small high window. Bookcases lined two more walls, butting right up to the doorway they had come through. There was another door directly opposite. The fourth wall contained a brick fireplace, framed by a mantelpiece displaying a number of ornaments. A comfortable chair, the seat cushion still showing the indentations where its owner had always sat, occupied a corner, with a small table next to it and a worn lamp behind it.

But far from being tidy as one would expect, the room was a shambles. The place had been ransacked. Pieces of paper lay strewn about the room. The desk drawers had been pulled out, and lay upside down on the floor, their contents spilt everywhere. Books had been pulled from the shelves and flung onto the floor.

Freya crawled to a wall and slumped against it.

But as Saff made for the armchair, a voice floated out of thin air. “I wouldn’t sit down if I were you!” And in the same instant, the sitting form of an old man materialised, in front of them.


Chapter 19

RUBE

He had white hair, but his tanned skin was not overly wrinkled, so that he looked younger than one might at first assume. He was dressed in a dusty-brown robe, under which he could’ve been hiding any number of things. He had clear, sparkling blue eyes and he was grinning from ear to ear.

“Rube!” Saff exclaimed in amazement, but in a low voice so as not to be heard by the Guards outside. “What … how did you … but praise the Land, you’re all right! Why haven’t you been answering your talking stone?”

Rube chuckled. “Calm down old man! Yes, I am all right, and thanks to you I have finally managed to get back into my house … and to my talking stone!”

Rube went on to explain how, as a Watcher, he had naturally always been cautious and gone to great lengths not to draw attention to himself. He did not consider that his usual activities of spending hours researching in the city library archives or teaching literature at the university were particularly conspicuous ones. But almost three weeks ago now, everything changed, and he had noticed that there were more Guards about. Around that time, he had seen the WANTED poster of a girl in the town square but had not thought too much about it until Saff had contacted him. But then a week ago, when he had seen the WANTED poster of Saff go up beside the other, he had been so startled that he had reacted. He had quickly regained his composure and didn’t think that anyone had noticed his shock. From then on, he decided to be extra vigilant. One of the measures he had taken was to keep his stone in a safe place, and not carry it on his person. But that very night he had arrived home late to find his house crawling with Guards. Unfortunately, he only discovered this fact after he had let himself in the front door. But following a quick scuffle, he was able to extricate himself, dash back outside and promptly turn himself invisible.

Ever since that incident, Guards had been posted continuously outside his front door and he had been unable to get in. He had had to keep himself invisible as he loitered outside his house, day after day, waiting for a chance to get back inside. But no opportunities had presented themselves until the moment when Saff and Freya had drawn the Guards away.

“But now that I’m here, I can get my stone back!”

With that, Rube pushed himself out of his chair and walked over to the mantelpiece. He reached for an unassuming statue of a toad covered with red spots, which Freya secretly thought was really quite ugly.

The spots, it transpired, were actually smooth, oval stones. Red stones. Rube pulled a small pocket knife out of his robes and, working the tip of the blade under one particular toad spot, he pried the stone out of the ornament.

“And here it is,” he murmured, as he slipped it into a pouch concealed under his flowing robes. “But enough about me. You haven’t introduced me to Freya properly,” he said, winking at her.

She smiled shyly at him.

“Come, tell me everything, right from the beginning—our conversations via the stones have been so brief!”

Without warning, Freya’s stomach rumbled loudly. “Excuse me!” she muttered, looking sheepish.

“But first, I think it’s time for a meal,” Rube announced, winking at Freya again. “Wait here.” As he moved towards the doorway to the kitchen, he vanished into thin air.

A short while later he reappeared in almost exactly the same spot, with an armful of food. He put it down on the desk and they dug in, enjoying a delicious meal of bread, cured ham, cheese, and apples, washing it down with cider. While they ate, Saff recounted to Rube all that had happened. He explained how Merald had discovered that Freya was in fact born of a woman from Yaw, although raised in Nob by her adoptive parents.

At this news, Rube turned to Freya and, studying her face intently, asked, “Do you have any idea what this woman from Yaw looked like?”

Freya blinked at him, thinking it an odd question. “Umm, sorry sir, I don’t. I didn’t even know about her until my da told the official in Targa.”

Rube was still looking at her thoughtfully, making her uncomfortable. She blushed under his scrutiny and took a big bite of apple.

He cleared his throat and turned his attention back to Saff. “So tell me, how did Merald die?”

Brushing a lingering crumb from his mouth with his fingertip, Saff resumed his narrative, recounting how Merald had rescued Freya from the Pit, but shortly thereafter had been murdered by the Guards. He spoke of Freya’s time with the cave people, her discovery of the use of Merald’s talking stone, his rescue of her in Elmwood, and finally of Freya’s tablet. At this, Rube’s jaw dropped open and, taking her cue, Freya once again fished inside her satchel and pulled out the leather- bound bundle.

Unwrapping it, she handed it to Rube, who marvelled how solid it appeared, and yet it weighed no more than a feather. She described again how she had discovered the words that appeared magically on its surface, and she recited the poem so far:

Tyrelia! Land of gold

A land so lovely to behold

O, land of beauty, land of light

Joyous refuge, pure delight

Tyrelia! That land so fair

Of meadows green and clean pure air

Of stately trees in forests vast

Of ancient rocks from ages past

Majestic mountains, white with snow

Their crystal tears to rivers flow

Splashing sparkles dance up high

Painting rainbows in the sky

Swathes of splendid floral hues

The land with colour do imbue

The golden sun smiles down from high

As he marches ‘cross the sky

As flaming sunset turns to night

Stars and moon cast silver light

On all who choose to live lives free

From the Master’s tyranny

He has no claim to any throne

He long ago was overthrown

By the Ancient, true and just

In whom all living things can trust

When she had finished, Rube gave a low whistle. “By the Land! That is incredible!” he exclaimed. “What do you propose to do now?”

“Well,” Freya answered, somewhat breathlessly, “the poem’s not finished yet.” She crawled over to kneel before Rube, who was sitting in his chair, and pointed to the numbers at the base of the tablet on his lap.

“Each of those numbers corresponds to a word in the poem, and each of those words is the substance that reveals the hidden words, verse by verse! So far, I have exposed the tablet to flame, moonlight, and rainbow, but we have yet to expose it to snow.”

Rube was nodding, listening intently.

“And the other thing,” said Freya, wrinkling her brow, “is the Ancient. Can you tell us what it is? Saff doesn’t know.”

“Ah.” Rube frowned. He steepled his fingers under his chin and leaned back, gazing up at the ceiling. “Now that you mention it, I do recall one reference I found to the Ancient. It was many years ago now—perhaps ten, maybe more. I discovered a dusty trunk in a forgotten corner of the Archives. Inside was a collection of very old parchments. Unfortunately they were badly burnt, and I could not decipher much. But I do recall poring over them for weeks, as one word fragment I noticed immediately was ‘yrelia’, which I was certain referred to Tyrelia. But in the end, it was just a word here and a word there, and not much meaning was to be obtained. So, I’m afraid the answer has to be ‘no’, I can’t tell you what or who the Ancient is.”

Freya could hardly conceal her disappointment.

“I was sure you would know,” she sighed. “But,” she continued, brightening, “the poem says that the Ancient has overthrown the Master!” She looked expectantly at Rube, then Saff.

They exchanged glances, and Saff shrugged imperceptibly. “The Master still rules Medar; that much we know. Maybe the Master used to rule Tyrelia as well, and this Ancient overthrew him?” He hesitated, then added, “You know, I’m not even sure this Ancient is real. Why would knowledge of such a thing not have been passed down to us? How could it be lost?”

Rube cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking about that. That box of burnt fragments I told you about. Well, I remember asking the librarian at the time how the documents came to be burnt. He told me that the box had been recovered from the house of a known traitor to the Land, during the great cleansing. I am convinced that ‘traitor’ had to be a Watcher. So, I’m guessing the papers were all but destroyed when the Master’s minions torched his house?”

“That sounds plausible,” Saff agreed. “But that doesn’t mean this Ancient is still alive. Maybe that’s why knowledge of it was no longer passed down through the Watchers. Maybe the Ancient got so old that he died?”

“Yes, that would certainly explain it.”

“But,” Freya objected, “the tablet says the Ancient is alive.”

Saff looked at her, before replying gently, “Maybe that’s why the tablet was buried. Because it’s not true anymore.”

Freya didn’t say anything, but she felt that Saff was wrong. They lapsed into silence. After a moment, Freya piped up, “So, how do we get to the snow?”

“Ah yes,” Rube exclaimed, “the snow. That would be on the Andoria Mountains. Due west of Yawbridge.”

He got up out of his chair and strode to the desk. Sliding his hand into the cavity from which the drawer had been removed, he groped around, grunting slightly.

“I’ve got a map here,” he explained over his shoulder, as he tried to extricate it. After a few moments, he withdrew his hand from the cavity, triumphantly clutching a tightly rolled up scroll. “Got it!”

Pushing the food aside with one arm, he carefully unrolled the yellowing parchment onto the desktop. Saff and Freya crowded round, eager to see a map of Medar at last. Saff quickly put some books and an apple on the corners of the scroll to keep it from rolling up again.

The map revealed a roughly oval-shaped island, elongated in the west-east direction, and surrounded by an oval wall. Rube placed a white finger, with a perfectly clean nail, near the top in the centre of the Land.

“We are here, in Yawbridge. There’s the Golden City,” he stabbed his finger on the circular city, not quite in the centre. He pointed to a spot just outside the Golden City, to the south east. “That’s Targa, and there’s Elmwood.” He indicated the town where Freya had been rescued by Saff, in the far east of the Land. “The Andoria Mountains run along the northern edge, there.” He pointed to the string of peaks.

“Oh!” Freya yelped, as her eyes followed Rube’s finger and she noticed the dot not far from the western end of the ranges. “Look, there’s Nob!” At Rube’s glance, she clarified. “That’s where I’m from.” She stopped abruptly and swallowed hard, as she thought of her family, trapped in the Golden City. She blinked rapidly to prevent the tears, which she could feel building behind her eyelids, from flowing.

Oblivious to Freya’s discomfort, Saff took his turn to point at the map. Commencing at Yawbridge his finger traced the road leading roughly south and stopped where it crossed another road, at a town called ‘Flat Crossing’. “That’s where Paz and Thyst should be waiting for us. Now, has it been ten days since we left Elmwood?”

Rube confirmed that this was indeed the case.

“If we can get horses, we can get to Flat Crossing in one day. On foot, it will take more than two.” Saff spun around and began pacing the floor. “But first we need to figure out how to get out of here. Any ideas?”

They spent the next few hours plotting their escape and subsequent journey. It was during these discussions that Rube informed them that he would not be accompanying them.

“Why not?” Freya demanded.

“Oh, there is some business I need to attend to first,” Rube answered evasively.

No matter how hard they pressed him, he would not give them any more indication of his intentions. But he assured them that he would make every attempt to join them as soon as he could.

Once they had refined and agreed their plan, they contacted their fellow Watchers. They told Paz and Thyst everything that had happened since they had last communicated, and then they talked through their plan.

Then it was time to eat and get some rest. Tomorrow would be a big day.


Chapter 20

FLIGHT FROM YAWBRIDGE

The companions woke early, while it was still dark, and ate a hushed breakfast. Freya’s stomach churned with excitement. It was time to put their plan into action.

Freya and Saff carefully, quietly, opened the study door and crawled through to the kitchen, keeping their heads below the level of the window. Once under the kitchen table, they positioned themselves in a runner’s crouch, facing the door. Saff placed his hand on her shoulder and turned them invisible.

A minute later, the sound of smashing glass came from the study. Immediately, the kitchen door burst open, and one of the Guards ran in. Scanning the kitchen and deciding there was nothing amiss, he dashed through to the study. Freya and Saff walked quickly but quietly, straight out the door, sneaking past the second Guard’s nose, as he peered around the doorframe trying to see what his partner was up to. Although she wanted to sprint, Freya knew she had to control the urge and maintain her stealthy pace. More importantly, she had to maintain contact with Saff so that he would be able to keep her invisible. They walked out of the house, down the street and around the corner to safety.

Freya exhaled with relief.

“It’s not over yet!” Saff warned quietly. “Stay alert.”

Saff took a route that wound through deserted back streets. Freya didn’t have a clue where they were, and was glad she was with Saff. She wondered how Rube was getting on. She was just about to say something to Saff when they rounded a corner and there was the river’s edge.

Saff’s breath tickled her cheek as he whispered in her ear, “Look. Do you see the bridge? That’s where we need to cross.” He gently nudged her towards it.

The river was wide and swift, as it made its final rush towards the waterfall. The bridge that Saff had pointed out rose in a graceful arch over the turbid waters. It was constructed of brick, and the red stones looked striking against the deep green of the Yaw River. They came to the foot of the bridge. Freya gasped as it rose up before her: she had not realised how high it was. She could only see to the crest. The remainder was hidden from view. As they stepped onto the structure, a faint tramping sound came to their ears. It had a very rhythmic beat to it, a sound of metal clanging on stones. Freya frowned, trying to place the familiar sound. That was it! Armoured feet marching on cobbles.

“Guards!” whispered Freya.

The sound bounced off the walls of the houses lining the river. It was hard to tell where it came from. Saff and Freya picked up their pace, walking briskly now, eager to get clear of the city and the Guards. As they topped the crest of the bridge, the tramping sound suddenly became very loud, and Freya stopped in her tracks in dismay, staring at a wall of Guards blocking the entire width of the bridge as they marched relentlessly towards Yawbridge.

“What are we going to do?” Freya wailed, not concerned about keeping her voice down with so much noise all around.

There was a moment’s hesitation from Saff, during which she sensed him looking around, sizing up the situation.

“We get out of the way!” he said curtly, and he pulled her up onto the wall.

The ledge was narrow, but Freya had good balance, and she was not afraid of heights—not that she was looking behind her at the plunging fall to the river. No, she was keeping her eye firmly on the approaching Guards. She was suddenly swept with an urge to laugh, as she thought of her and Saff standing right there, and the Guards walking straight past them! She couldn’t help grinning.

Several Guards on black horses led the procession. The horses’ hooves clattered on the cobbles, adding to the ruckus. Freya glanced back at the city. The residents poked their heads out of windows and doorways, curious about the source of this commotion. The front row of marching Guards was now level with them. Their metal helmets and breastplates shone dully in the weak morning light. Long spears rested on their shoulders, and swords swung at their hips. They stared straight ahead. They were an impressive sight. After several rows of Guards had marched by, Freya noticed some mounted horsemen travelling at the edges of the platoon. They were right next to the wall that Freya and Saff were standing on. In fact, the way the Guard was seated astride his beast, it looked as though his leg would knock them off their perch.

“Saff!” Freya hissed, “Watch out for this horseman!”

“What?” Saff asked. He had not seen him.

The horseman was almost upon them now. Without thinking, Freya grabbed at Saff in her panic. But he was not where she had thought he was, and instead she shoved him … and he lost his balance.

He wobbled once, twice, then holding Freya’s arm tightly, he yelled, “Don’t let go …”

And then they were falling, falling, down, down, down.

Freya screamed—she couldn’t help it.

They plunged into the water with an almighty SPLASH, knocking the breath out of them. The water closed momentarily over Freya’s head, but before she had time to even think, she popped to the surface like a cork out of a bottle, gasping for breath, water cascading off her.

Someone shouted from the bridge and instantly Freya realised that Saff had lost his grip on her and that she had been spotted. Frantically scanning the surface of the river, she searched for Saff, but could not see him.

“Saff!”

There was no reply. The current was strong, and she was already being swept downstream. She flailed her arms, desperate to keep afloat, and cast around again, trying to spot Saff. But it was difficult with only one eye and with her wet fringe plastered across her face and dripping into it.

Now she was quite some distance from the bridge, although she could still see it, and she suddenly remembered that she was headed towards a waterfall. She had to get out of the river as soon as possible. Kicking out with her legs, she tried to swim towards the bank. The current was very strong, and she wasn’t getting any closer. Still, she persevered and, gritting her teeth, she swam with all her might. Slowly but surely, she closed the distance to the shore. She focused her attention on a branch downstream that jutted out over the water. If only she could swim close enough to grab hold of it!

She was breathing heavily now, and her limbs were tiring. She shook her head to flick her hair out of her eyes. Keep going! The bush was looming up fast. She willed herself to keep kicking. She was nearly there. With super human effort, she reached for the branch as the river’s current swept her along. Yes! She gripped it tightly as the waters continued to propel her forward … and then the slippery limb slid through her grasp.

“No,” she moaned, as the waters dragged her along in their relentless journey towards the Chasm.

Just then, something solid bumped into her from behind. Craning her neck as well as she could, she looked behind her and saw … nothing. At the same moment, strong hands grabbed her waist and propelled her towards the bank.

“Got you!” Saff yelled over the rushing of the waters.

With an almighty shove, he pushed her right to the water’s edge, where her feet were finally able to touch the bottom. She dragged herself out of the water and collapsed panting on the silty beach. Saff, now visible, emerged directly behind her and flopped down beside her, also gasping for breath.

“Thank you, Saff. I thought … I thought I was going to die!” Freya’s voice cracked, and she swallowed hard, blinking away the tears that threatened to flow. “I’m so sorry for knocking you off that bridge!”

“There, there,” Saff soothed. “Not to worry, we’re both fine now.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth than they heard the sound of galloping hooves.

“Guards!” they said in unison.

Heaving themselves up, Saff turned them invisible and dragged Freya to cover in the bushes at the water’s edge. Moments later, the horsemen were upon them. They stopped right beside the bush where Saff and Freya were concealed. There were three of them; Freya could see the horses’ legs.

As she peered out from their hiding place, one exclaimed, “They must be here somewhere! I could’ve sworn I saw the girl about here in the water, but not anymore!”

Freya shrank back into the bush, holding her breath.

And then Saff did something totally unexpected: allowing them both to become visible, he crawled out from their hiding place!

Instinctively, Freya cowered back, vainly trying to remain hidden, although she knew it was useless. It would not be long before they discovered her. What in the Land was Saff thinking?

Saff exclaimed jovially, “Welcome, Watchers! You are not a moment too soon!” Thrusting the branches of the bush aside where Freya was hiding he called, “Come out Freya! It is Watchers Thyst and Paz come to rescue us!”

Weak with relief and from their recent exertions, Freya crawled out from under the bush. Wobbling as she stood up, she gazed up at the mounted men and smiled shyly. She immediately realised that whilst there were three horses, there were only two riders. The third horse was being led. The Watchers were dressed in robes similar to those Saff wore: rough, hooded garments, cinched at the waist with twine belts, and sturdy boots that had seen much wear. Despite their rough apparel, their faces were kind. Their eyes sparkled and they were smiling broadly. Both were younger than Rube—probably about the same age as Saff, Freya decided.

“Hello!” she said. “I’m Freya.”

The Watcher with a purple-hued robe said, “I’m Thyst, Freya. I’m honoured to finally meet you.”

The voice was not that of a man—Thyst was a woman! Freya gaped in astonishment—she had not realised. Thyst bowed her head in acquiescence. She had long, curly, dark brown hair that bounced all around her head. Freya instantly liked her, but blushed at the compliment and dropped her gaze.

“And I’m Paz. At your service,” added the other Watcher. He had straight blond hair, tied at the nape of his neck in a queue. His cloak was a yellow-brown in colour. He nodded at Freya. “As much as I’d love to stay here longer, making your acquaintance, the Guards are on our trail and we must get going. Saff, that’s your mount.” He indicated the third horse. “Freya, you ride with Thyst.”

And at that, Watcher Thyst reached down and swung Freya up behind her. At the same time, Saff leapt on to the spare mount. Freya grasped Thyst tightly around her waist as she swung her mount’s head around.

“Ya!” Paz yelled. As the horses leapt forward, they disappeared into thin air.


Chapter 21

LEVEL TWO

It was Monday just before the eleventh bell, and Jack was once more at the old warehouse, waiting for Orn to begin his class.

“Hi!” Jack greeted Herbert, Straw, and Hay, the other three new boys he’d met the previous evening. Straw and Hay were brothers, and those weren’t their real names, but that’s what everyone called them on account of their hair: it was white blond, dead straight and, even though they kept it shoulder-length, it stuck up all over their heads so that it looked like they were wearing miniature haystacks.

Orn arrived with other, more advanced, wrestlers, who took themselves off to the other side of the warehouse and started warming up.

“How are we all feeling tonight?” Orn asked the four newbies.

They all answered at once, mock-grumbling about their bruises, stiff muscles and various aches and pains obtained the previous evening.

“Good, good,” Orn continued, totally ignoring the complaints. “Now, can you remember what we talked about yesterday—the five ways you can score points?”

“Takedown!” called out Herbert.

“How many points?” Orn asked.

“Two.”

“How else?”

“An escape!” Straw answered. “One point.”

Orn nodded.

“A near fall,” Jack called out next, remembering how Orn had used him to demonstrate the manoeuvres. “Two points.”

“Not always,” Orn prompted him.

“Oh yeah, three points if you manage a near fall for five seconds,” Jack responded, pleased with himself.

“What’s another one, Hay?” Orn asked.

“Ummmm …” Hay screwed his face up, thinking.

“Here’s a hint,” Orn said. “You’ve been taken down, but you manage to turn things around and take your opponent down.”

“A turn around!” Hay shouted, triumphantly.

“Nope,” Orn said. “Try again. It starts with ‘R’.”

Hay stared blankly at Orn.

“Rev …” Orn prompted.

“Reversal!” Hay yelled, pleased as punch. The others laughed.

“Yes, two points for a reversal. And what’s the fifth way … Herbert?”

Herbert went red as he remembered Orn staring him down for his suggestion that Orn demonstrate the fifth way to earn points on Jack.

“Penalty points for illegal moves and stuff,” he mumbled.

“Points?” Orn demanded.

“Ummm, one for first and second offences, two for the third offence and disqualification for the fourth.”

“Excellent, excellent.” Orn rubbed his hands together, beaming at the four of them. “Great work. Now of course, you’ll only get those points awarded as long as you or your opponent is inbounds. That line …” – Orn gestured to the line around the mat – “…is out of bounds. So, if you take down your opponent and they fall out of bounds, as long as your feet are inside the line and touching the ground, you’ll get the points. Now go and warm up, then we’ll practise takedowns again, but this time we’ll call out the score every time and check whether we’re in bounds or not.”

They all ran off to do as he bid and, like the previous day, the time flew as they practised the various takedown manoeuvres on each other, calling out the score as they went.
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Once the twelfth bell had gone and they were towelling off their sweat, Straw said to Jack, “Hey, would you like to come back to ours for a drink?”

“Sure, that’d be great,” Jack replied, pleased for the invitation. “I’d better swing by home first though, and let my ma know.”

They did just that, and after promising his mother to be back within the hour, the brothers led Jack to their home. It was higher up in the city than Jack had been to date—he hadn’t really had cause to go up there, seeing as it wasn’t near the Games arena, the food warehouse, the water well, or the main gate where he exited the city each day to work the fields. Thinking of his work, he realised that Straw and Hay weren’t farmers.

“What do you do for a living?” he asked them, as they wound their way upwards.

“We’re both apprentice blacksmiths,” Straw told him. Straw was obviously the outgoing one, with Hay content to listen. “We work at the forge, down next to the Games arena.”

No wonder they were both so strong. “Do you make swords and spears?” Jack asked, envious of their potentially exciting work.

“Nah. At Level One we only get to do horse shoes and fix the Guards’ armour. You know, their helmets and breast plates, if they get dented. But if we can buy our way up to Level Two, we’ll get to forge swords there!” Straw told him. “Talking of Level Two, do you want to see it?” he asked with a grin.

Jack stared at him incredulously. “What do you mean? We can’t go to Level Two!” he exclaimed.

“No, no, not go there. See it. Come on, I’ll show you what I mean!” And, with Hay hot on his heels, he ran off before Jack could answer.

Although it felt like butterflies were fluttering in his stomach, Jack pushed his emotions aside and ran after the brothers.

They ducked into a side street, zig-zagged their way upwards, then suddenly popped out onto a main road which headed straight towards a tall, white wall that loomed on their right about ten metres away. The wall dwarfed the houses that were built at its base. The road passed under a wide archway, which, due to the thickness of the wall, plunged the road into darkness where it went underneath.

“The Level Two gateway!” Jack breathed in awe, staring at it.

There was a turret on top of the wall at one end of the gateway: a watch tower. As Jack studied it, a Guard came out of the tower and walked along the top of the wall. At the same moment that Jack became aware of a faint tramping sound, the Guard raised a horn to his lips and sounded off three blasts.

“Guards approaching!” he bellowed.

Sure enough, the tramping sound got closer and closer. Within a minute, a column of Guards came into sight and, without pausing, they marched straight through the gate under the wall. They passed the three young men without so much as a glance at them. The watch Guard at the top of the wall turned to watch the column making its way downhill.

“Look!” Hay hissed at them, nudging his brother and gesturing at the end of the column that was still on the other side of the gate.

As the Guard at the end of the column was about to pass under the wall, a figure slipped into the shadow of the archway and was sneaking through the gateway. They lost sight of the figure momentarily, but sure enough, as the last Guard emerged from the archway, they spotted him hunched down in the shadow at the exit to the gate.

Curious, they waited to see what would happen.

“Hey, you three!” the watch Guard called out from on top of the wall. “Move on, move on. Show’s over!”

They didn’t want to give the sneaking person away, so with a glance at each other, they turned and stepped back into the alleyway. However, as soon as the Guard couldn’t see them, they stopped and turned to face the street again. They waited and waited, but nothing happened.

“Let’s go,” Straw muttered. But at that very instant they heard a shout.

Dashing back out of the alleyway, they were just in time to see a man running from the wall towards them. Spotting them, he changed direction and aimed for the alleyway beyond them.

“Help me!” he called to them.

Jack’s feet were frozen to the spot, and his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. But Straw stepped forward and was reaching out a hand, when the man’s eyes suddenly bulged horribly. He clutched at his throat, gasping, and then collapsed, falling at their feet.

At the same moment a Guard ran up. “Don’t touch him!” he commanded. “Off you go! Get out of here!”

They didn’t need to be asked twice, and raced off back down the alley. Once out of sight of the Guard, Straw came to a halt and faced the others, with wide eyes. “Did you see that? That man, he … he died!”

Jack and Hay nodded miserably. “I know,” Jack whispered.


Chapter 22

INTO THE ANDORIA MOUNTAINS

It was a strange sensation, riding an invisible horse. Being able to see the ground flying beneath her feet, feeling the wind rushing past her face, whipping her hair behind her, but not being able to see herself, Thyst, her horse, or the others.

The others! The thought stuck in Freya’s mind. She twisted around to look behind her, but was relieved to see that nobody was in pursuit. It was only then that the realisation struck her that they were travelling towards the Yaw Falls. She pictured Rube’s map in her head: this was not the way that she was expecting them to go. Leaning in to Thyst to speak into her ear, she asked, “Aren’t we going to Flat Crossing?”

“No. Change of plan,” Thyst replied over her shoulder. “Once we received Rube’s warning, we decided it was too dangerous to risk taking the road. So we’ll follow the water into the mountains.”

“Where is Rube then? Is he all right?” Freya wanted to know.

“Oh yes,” said Thyst. “He saw you fall from the bridge, you know. He got word to us straight away—as you know, we were waiting not far from the other side of the bridge with the horses. But he still wasn’t telling us where he’s off to.”

Relief swept through Freya at these words.

Sparse bushes and long grasses lined the river bank. Branches brushed their legs and bodies, whipping closed behind them as they galloped along the narrow path. The vegetation was, however, thick enough to screen their movement and, with every stride, Freya’s anxiety faded. Initially, she had been shivering, her clothes wet and dripping. But with the wind whipping past her and sun warm on her back, she soon dried out.

In due course, they came to the confluence of the Shingle River with the Yaw River. The Shingle River flowed directly from the Andoria Mountains, and was thus named because it carried loads of shingle from the mountains, which it then deposited in vast quantities where the river levelled out in its lower reaches. Where the waters of the Shingle flowed into the Yaw, they formed choppy waves with white crests. The combined waters did not travel far together before dropping off the edge of the Land into the depths of the Chasm at the Yaw Falls—which Freya now knew concealed the secret entrance to Queen Crystal’s kingdom with her horrible gnomes.

However, Freya and her companions were not interested in the falls. They turned their mounts inland to follow the Shingle River upstream, towards the mountains. At this location, the bed of the river looked more like stones than water, as the river divided itself into numerous channels, slithering like silver snakes searching their way through the mounded beds of gravel, only to find each other and re-join before flowing into the Yaw.

They trotted on and nobody spoke. It was too risky. By now it was nearly noon, and the air was warm and humid. Tiny white butterflies fluttered up out of the long grasses where the horses disturbed them with their invisible passing. Apart from the muffled sound of the horses’ hooves, it was very quiet. There was still no sign of pursuit.

Out of thin air, Freya heard Saff’s voice. “I think we should cross here—put the river between ourselves and anyone who might try to follow us.”

The Guards, he means, Freya thought.

There were grunts of acknowledgement from the other Watchers, and next thing Freya felt her horse turn towards the river. The noise of the hooves splashing through the water and chipping on the gravel sounded very loud to Freya’s ears, and she couldn’t help thinking that their invisibility was pointless. Anybody nearby would be able to figure out exactly where they were, what with stones flying and water splashing around the horses’ hooves. But they made it to the other side without incident. As she looked back across the river and in the direction from whence they had come, the landscape remained as peaceful and undisturbed as it had been when they passed through.

They did not stop for lunch, but ate on the move: no mean feat, when you not only can’t see what you’re eating, but you’re also riding an invisible horse! The day wore on, the only sounds the steady beat of the horses’ hooves on the ground, the swishing of the grasses, and the breathing of their mounts. The ground rose gently underfoot and the distant mountains slowly came closer.

Freya must have nodded off, for she jerked awake in confusion. They were stopping. The air was a lot cooler now, and the sun was setting. The dimming light revealed a landscape of rolling hills, covered in the same long grasses they had travelled through all day. The mountain ranges loomed in the distance, a dark mass along the horizon. The Watchers made themselves visible again, and Freya dropped off the horse like a sack of wheat. She was aching all over, her muscles stiff and sore— firstly from fighting for her life in the strong river current, and then from clinging to Thyst and her horse for the rest of the day. She stayed lying on the ground where she had fallen.

“What a day! I am sore all over and I’ve got cramp in my legs.” She moaned. Her stomach rumbled loudly. “And I’m hungry all over too!” She grinned up at Thyst who was standing over her, reaching down an arm.

“Up you get, lazybones!” she laughed, tugging Freya upright.

It was not long before they were all tucking into a well-deserved supper. Keeping their voices low, the Watchers discussed the day’s happenings and speculated on where Rube might possibly be headed. After their meal, they tried contacting Rube via the talking stones, but without luck. Then they rolled themselves in their blankets and within minutes were fast asleep.
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The following day they travelled from sunrise to sunset through the rolling brown hills. The blue bulk of the Andoria Mountains in the distance was elusive, never seeming to get any nearer. Although they scanned the horizon behind them, there was still no sign of pursuit. They kept the Shingle River on their left as they trotted on and on.

As they went, Freya’s curiosity got the better of her. “Thyst, do you have any family?” she asked.

“I sure do,” she responded over her shoulder. “I’ve got my parents and two sisters.”

That took Freya aback. “Oh,” she said. Then after a moment’s thought, “So why aren’t they Watchers? I thought Saff said that anyone who had Tyrelian blood was a Watcher and can turn themselves invisible.”

“Oh no, it doesn’t quite work like that. Sure, having Tyrelian blood means you have the gift of invisibility within your veins, but you need to enter the Adelphi to receive the training to be able to use the gift. And of course, there are only five stones left in Medar, so there can only ever be five Watchers.”

“But being able to turn yourself invisible is cool!” Freya exclaimed. “If I had Tyrelian blood I’d want to be a Watcher. Did your sisters and parents want to be Watchers too?”

“Well,” Thyst mused, “my parents were Watchers—in fact, that’s how they met!” She gave a low laugh. “They always joked that they’d fallen head first in love, because they’d seen each other’s heads before anything else!”

Freya giggled.

“But the Adelphi have a rule that you can only have a single stone in a household, so my mother gave hers up—that’s the one that Paz has now—and then when I was old enough to apprentice to the Adelphi, my father passed his stone on to me.”

“Were your sisters jealous?” Freya wanted to know.

“Oh no, they weren’t in the slightest bit interested. It’s been harder and harder to find five people to be Watchers as the years have gone by. People just don’t care anymore, or don’t believe in the Prophecy.”

“That’s sad,” Freya said. “I’m glad you didn’t stop believing.”

[image: image]

The next morning, they continued through the rolling hills under their cloak of invisibility. As the sun rose higher in the heavens, the still air grew warmer. Gradually the landscape was changing: the grasses of the plains gave way first to shrubs, then to sparse pine trees dotted here and there. The ground rose steadily underfoot as they entered the foothills of the Andoria Mountains. Ahead of them, the trees grew denser. The cool, dim shade beckoned to them and they picked up their pace, eager to reach the inviting interior.

Around midday, just as the sun was hottest and sweat was trickling down their backs, they finally entered the forest. The shade of the trees was a welcome relief from the heat of the sun out on the plains. Freya breathed in the scent of the pine needles with pleasure. Even their horses seemed pleased to be rid of the dry scratchiness of the long grasses and the biting flies. They shook their invisible manes and stamped their invisible hooves gleefully.

Only when they were well into the pine forest, and sure of their concealment, did Saff, then the others, become visible again. They came to a halt. Gratefully, Freya slid off the horse and collapsed on the ground. Once again, she was stiff and sore all over.

“Here Freya, eat something!” Paz called.

She crawled over to him and grabbed the apple. Propped against a tree trunk, she munched the fruit and finished it in short order.

Having eaten her fill, her head nodded and her eyes drifted shut, lulled by the Watchers’ murmuring voices and the warmth of the day. She must have drifted off, for before she knew it, she was being gently shaken awake.

“Hey, no time for that,” Paz reprimanded her, smiling apologetically. “We have to keep moving. Up you get!” He pulled her to her feet.

Freya yawned and stretched, then swung her arms and jumped up and down a few times to wake herself up. “I’m ready!” she announced.

The Watchers were already packed and mounted. As before, Thyst swung Freya up behind her, and in no time, they were off again, travelling invisibly though the forest.

The ground gradually became steeper, and as it did so, the Shingle River dropped away into a ravine beside them. It chattered and splashed its way through rocks and boulders on its bed. The pine forest made for very pleasant travelling: the trees towered tall overhead, the scented canopy shielding them from the hot sun, filtering the rays into shafts of light in which tiny dust motes drifted lazily. A bed of dry needles, littered with pine cones, muffled the sound of the hooves, so that they could clearly hear the buzz of bees and the song of the birds, high in the canopy above.

“Thyst, I’ve been thinking about what you told me. You know--about your parents meeting via the stones.”

“Yes, and …?”

“Well … I was wondering if you’ve ever liked anyone’s head?”

“Oh, of course not. Don’t be silly,” Thyst answered, too quickly.

Freya might only be fourteen, but she sensed Thyst’s discomfort. “You do like one of them!” Freya crowed triumphantly. “Who? Tell me which one!”

“No,” Thyst insisted, “I don’t.”

“Paz is really nice,” Freya stated to the back of Thyst’s head. There was no response. “Oh, and don’t you think Saff has such dreamy eyes!”

Thyst stubbornly ignored her.

I’ll figure it out, Freya thought to herself. After all, I figured out the tablet.

Eventually, the trees started to thin out, and it became colder and darker. It was nearly dusk. As before, Saff called them to a halt and announced that this was where they would spend the night. He had selected a spot at the edge of a clearing through which a small stream flowed, so that not only was there grass for the horses but also water to drink. Freya slid thankfully to the ground, and once more collapsed, utterly exhausted. As they ate their meal, the light faded, and Freya gazed up through the gap in the canopy. The stars appeared from nothingness into the heavens.

“Do you think Rube’s all right?” she wondered out loud to nobody in particular.

“Why don’t we try to find out?” Saff responded gruffly.

It was not long before the familiar blue glow was swirling in Saff’s hand. With bated breath, Freya watched as the shapes swirled and shifted, eventually solidifying into the familiar face of Rube.

Overjoyed, Freya blurted out, “Rube!”

But he barely glanced at her before curtly informing Saff that he was all right, but could only stay visible very briefly. After confirming that they were all safe and well, he abruptly cut off the communication.

Feeling distinctly dissatisfied with the brevity of communications, Freya sank back against a tree and stared morosely at the night sky. Suddenly, a shaft of moonlight shone brightly into the clearing, and Freya exclaimed, “Oh, I must show you the tablet!” She rummaged in her satchel. All three Watchers looked at each other, excitement lighting their eyes. As she unwrapped the tablet and exposed it to the moonlight, the familiar silver writing appeared:

Majestic mountains, white with snow

Their crystal tears to rivers flow

Splashing sparkles dance up high

Painting rainbows in the sky

Swathes of splendid floral hues

The land with colour do imbue

The golden sun smiles down from high

As he marches ‘cross the sky

They all sucked in their breath in awe; except for Saff, it was the first time they had witnessed this marvel. They took turns at holding the item, turning it over in their hands, exclaiming at its lack of weight, at its smooth, cloudy surface, now displaying the bright silver writing with the numbers etched below. At Paz’s request, Freya recited the whole poem in a low voice. Paz had, of course, heard it before via the talking stones, when Freya had recited it to him and Thyst from Rube’s house. But they had not yet committed it to memory, as she had.

“Such a beautiful poem,” Thyst sighed, when she had finished. “I can’t wait to find out what the snow will reveal to us.”

They all murmured in agreement.

“And won’t it be amazing when Freya does manage to find the long- lost Path to Tyrelia!” Paz added, looking at her expectantly.

Freya cast her gaze downwards, a nervous knot forming at the base of her stomach. What if she couldn’t find the Path? What if it was all a big mistake, and she wasn’t really the One? No, she reprimanded herself. There’s got to be a reason why I found the tablet. I am half-blind. And I am a Daughter of Yaw! And the Watchers all believe in me. She lifted her chin up and squared her shoulders in determination. “Well, I guess we’ll find out soon!” she said, with a lot more confidence than she felt.

Saff agreed. “It’ll be another big day tomorrow. Let’s all get some rest now. Especially you, Freya.”

Nodding, her fatigue suddenly washing over her, Freya carefully tucked the tablet back into her satchel, rolled herself into her blanket and, sighing deeply, lay down on the soft bed of pine needles. Soon she was fast asleep, dreaming of beautiful Tyrelia, full of rolling green meadows, with rainbows arcing through the blue skies behind an enormous mountain covered in glittering white snow, its peak shrouded in white clouds. In her dream, she knew that, hidden by those white clouds, the mysterious Ancient surveyed his magnificent kingdom. He was not dead as Saff and Rube thought, but was waiting … waiting for her.


Chapter 23

JACK’S FIRST GAMES

Jack had been training with Orn and the others every evening for the past five days. Even though it was tiring, he enjoyed it so much that it didn’t feel like hard work. But tonight had been the best yet.

After their session, Orn had pulled Jack aside. “I’m really impressed with your progress, Jack. Even though you’re a beginner, I think you’re ready to fight. I’m gonna enter you into the Games tomorrow.”

Jack ran home as fast as he could to tell his parents the news. But the minute he burst in the door, he realised that something had happened, because his parents, and Hank, Leena, and Sam, were crowded around the table looking at something.

“What is it?” Jack asked, breathless from his run.

“Oh, hello love!” exclaimed Martha, glancing up at him. “Come and see! Hank has printed off another WANTED poster.”

Thomas moved aside so his son could squeeze in beside him. Jack gazed down at the poster spread out on the table. It was of a man with white hair, but his skin was smooth, so that it was difficult to tell his age. He had clear, sparkling eyes and the same sort of hooded robe that the other wanted man, Saff, had worn.

Jack gave a low whistle between his teeth. “What do you reckon?” he asked.

Hank answered. “Well, you will no doubt have noticed the similarity in appearance to the previous man. The strange eyes. The clothing. It makes us all think that he is somehow connected to the other. But that’s not all.” He took a deep breath and looked Jack in the eye. “I managed to find out that this fellow is from Yawbridge!” He looked very pleased with himself.

“Yawbridge!” Jack exclaimed. “Do you know who he is?”

“Oh no, not at all,” Leena interjected. “But it’s just sort of … well, prophetic, I suppose, that he would be from there. You know, with the Vision and all.” She shivered at the coincidence of it.

Hank took over again. “You can’t help wonder, though, if there is a connection. Maybe Freya and that Saff fellow made it to Yawbridge? How they managed that, I wouldn’t have a clue, but maybe the women will find out the day after tomorrow.” He looked around at the circle of faces expectantly.
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And so it was with much anticipation that they headed off to the Games on the Saturday. Martha was torn between wanting to stay and watch Jack, and getting straight to the Guards’ ale tent as soon as possible so as not to miss any potentially enlightening gossip. Squeezing her tall son hard and kissing him on the cheek, she wished him luck and dashed off behind Leena.

Because he was the newest wrestler to join the competition in his weight class, Jack was to compete first. After shaking hands with the referee and Finn, his curly-haired opponent, the wrestlers faced each other standing in the neutral position. Jack’s heart pounded and the palms of his hands were clammy with sweat. Before he knew what had happened, Jack found himself pinned to the ground and the match was over. Disgusted with himself, Jack retreated to where Thomas, Hank and Sam were waiting.

“Too bad, son,” Thomas said, patting him on the shoulder. “Better luck next time, eh.”

Jack grunted in response—he was still too winded from his takedown to talk.

Jack watched the next match between Finn and the third man in his weight class. Tom had a tattoo on his left bicep. When Finn tried to pin him, he countered with the same move, resulting in a tie-up. They circled around for a few seconds holding each other’s arms, before Tom managed to grab Finn in a headlock, followed quickly by a single leg takedown. They both went down, and after a quick scramble, Finn had one of Tom’s shoulders on the mat and managed to hold him for one second, two seconds … but then Tom escaped just as the two-minute call was given.

The wrestlers retreated to their corners for a breather. “I’d put my money on Curly,” Jack muttered.

Back in the circle, Finn had lost the disk toss and began the period in the defensive position. Before he knew it, his opponent had pinned him down for the requisite two seconds and won the match. Jack thanked the Land that he hadn’t betted on the bout.

Now it was Jack’s turn against Tom. This time his mind was clear and focused. They lunged at each other, trying to get a good grip. Jack sidestepped Tom and managed to take him down with a swing of his leg. Then he pounced on top of him, attempting to hold him with a crab ride. But Tom rolled out from under him, earning himself one point for an escape.Jack jumped to his feet and once more they faced each other, slowly circling around. Now Tom tried to get Jack in a body lock. Jack crouched slightly so that Tom’s arms ended up around Jack’s head, then he grabbed Tom around his waist and heaved. He lifted Tom off his feet and they both tumbled to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Neither had control and they both rolled to their feet as time was called for the first period.

Panting and sweating, Jack retreated to his corner where Orn thumped him on his back. “Well done, Jack,” he said. “You’re doing great!”

“Who’s winning?”

“You are, Jack!” he replied, beaming. “Now, keep it up!”

For the second period Jack started in the defensive position and, although he managed to initially escape from under Tom, he was not able to gain control of him and soon enough found himself pinned to the ground. Tom had not only beaten Jack, but won the weight class. The win was announced loudly by the referee.

Not too bad for my first time, Jack consoled himself.

Now that he was done for the day, he suddenly felt very hungry, so they all went back to the basket for some well-earned refreshments. Once he was rested, they spent the remainder of the day enjoying the spectacle that the other sports offered.
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Meanwhile, Martha and Leena were kept busy serving the Guards. Several hours had passed, and they had not heard anything about Freya or any of the WANTED posters. Although the Guards had initially all looked the same, with the same thick, swarthy, wrinkled skin, black eyes and wide, flat cheekbones, Martha realised that she was noticing differences in their appearance: one had a flat, squashed nose, another very bushy eyebrows, this one was fat with bow-legs, that one really quite skinny and tall.

Just as she was wondering how she could have ever thought that they all looked the same, she spotted the one called Froot, who had known so much about the other posters. He had quite a hooked nose, and walked up to the bar with the swagger of one who thought himself important. Martha rushed to serve him. He didn’t look twice at her as he took his mug of ale from her. Instead, leaning on the bar with one elbow, he surveyed the crowded tent, waiting for someone to notice him.

Martha made herself busy under the bar, not wanting to move away in case Froot said something interesting. Sure enough, the next minute a Guard asked, “Hey Froot! Heard anything more about that Transient lately?”

The question had the desired effect. A hush spread rapidly over the tent. Froot glanced around at his audience.

“Why yes,” he drawled, “as it so happens, I have!” If he had not had everyone’s attention before, he certainly had it now. “That wee ugly girl is causing quite a stir! First, she escapes from the Pit. Then she pops up in Elmwood in the company of a Transient. And wouldn’t you know it, she’s now been spotted in Yawbridge …” – he paused for effect – “… right in front of the house of another Transient!”

Under the bar, Martha was thanking the Land for this piece of news. A murmur spread through the tent as the assembled Guards discussed this latest development. Froot let it go on for a bit before raising his hand to silence the crowd. A hush descended once more.

“What’s more, she’s continued to give us the slip, with the help of these Transients. They have the power of invisibility …” Froot was forced to pause as the hum of conversation grew too loud. Obviously, many of the Guards hadn’t heard, or hadn’t understood, the previous account of Freya disappearing into ‘thin air’ in Elmwood. The power of invisibility was news to them, as it was to Martha. “Yes, as I said, invisibility. And they can cause this girl to become invisible too.” Once again, Froot was forced to wait for the hubbub to die down. Finally, it was quiet enough for him to continue. “Yesterday, she popped up again. Literally! She was spotted floating down the Yaw River. However, she was rescued by one of them Transients and has once more vanished into thin air.”

This time the roar of indignation was so loud that Froot had to thump his fist on the bar to regain silence.

“But never fear!” he shouted. “We know which direction they are headed and we are hot on their trail. Mark my words, by this time next week, I will be telling you that we have not only captured the girl, but also them two Transients!”

His triumphant announcement was met with applause and cheers from the assembled Guards. The mood of celebration was cause for more ale, and Martha was rushed off her feet, without being able to fully digest what she had just heard.

My goodness, she thought, these Transients are helping Freya! She couldn’t help smiling and humming as she served the Guards.


Chapter 24

REVELATION OF THE SNOW

Saff roused them early the following morning, while it was still dark, cautioning them to be quiet. They packed up their camp and erased all trace of their night’s presence. Mounting the horses, they set off at a brisk trot, munching on apples as they went.

As the darkness gave way to a grey dawn, the trees thinned out, and they entered a rocky landscape, where sparse patches of soil supported scraggly plants and tough grasses. They stopped briefly to wrap the horses’ hooves with cloths to muffle their sound. As they remounted, the sun rose over the horizon, flooding the landscape with pink light, illuminating startling green mosses nestled in crevices between the rocks, and bright yellow lichens clinging to sheltered faces. High above them, the rays glinted off the snow-covered mountainside, glittering like a cloak studded with a thousand diamonds. Freya gazed at it in awe through her single eye. That’s where we need to get to, she thought. To the snow!

They climbed, making steady progress. The air was cool and crisp. One could smell the snow on it. Anticipation built in Freya’s belly. But, although they climbed steadily, taking only short breaks, sheltered behind tumbles of boulders, Freya’s shoulders slumped as dusk fell: they had still not reached the snow. That night they camped awkwardly under a rocky overhang, which did nothing to protect them from the seeping fingers of cold that worked their way into even the most tightly wrapped blankets.

The following morning, they woke stiff and uncomfortable. Freya’s misery was short-lived, however, as it dawned on her that today they would reach the snow: today she would unlock the final secret of her tablet! Her spirits lifting, she swung up behind Thyst once more, and the companions continued their invisible journey up the mountain. Here, the path was incised into a cliff face, towering above them on their right, and plunging steeply to the Shingle River on their left. Progress was slow, as the path became steeper and steeper. Their mounts had to pick their way tortuously around numerous rock falls. Tiny waterfalls cascaded down the rock face beside them at regular intervals, flowing across the path before continuing their plunging descent on the other side of the track.

Suddenly, Paz said in a low voice, “Look, Guards!”

Freya craned her neck to look behind her, and sure enough, far below them, a troupe of Guards was just exiting the cover of the trees. They looked like a trail of tiny ants, so far were they below them.

At that same moment, Saff pointed. Wary of how far sound can travel in the rocky terrain, he muttered, “Behold, snow!”

Freya spun back around and gasped in excitement. It was not much, but in the shade of a large boulder, lay a small drift of snow. It might be enough for their purposes.

In her haste to get to the snow, Freya forgot she was invisible. Or rather, she forgot that she had to maintain contact with one of the Watchers to remain invisible. Before they had realised what she was doing, Freya had slid from Thyst’s horse and was crouched on the ground, digging the tablet out of her satchel.

“Freya!” Saff hissed, horrified. “What do you think you’re doing? They’ll see you!”

And the next second, she felt his hand firm on her shoulder. She glanced back down the mountain at the Guards. They were making steady progress up the steep track, but it was impossible to tell if they had spotted her. She hoped not. Her heart thumped in her chest.

Saff’s whisper floated again out of thin air. “You’d better get on with it, quickly now! Get yourself out of sight behind the rock first though.”

Doing as he said, Freya concealed herself behind the rock. Deftly, she pulled the tablet from her satchel and unwrapped it. She felt Saff’s fingers tighten on her shoulder and suddenly only the tablet was visible. She thrust it into the drift, then, pulling it out again, she brushed the snow from its surface and gazed at it intently. She could feel Saff’s breath, warm on her neck as he gazed over her shoulder.

Sure enough, writing appeared, becoming brighter as they stared. She read the words out to the others:

Who alone has claim to rule

Tyrelia, beyond the Wall

Tyrelia! O, land of gold

O, land so lovely to behold

She repeated it several times, committing the verse to memory.

Paz’s voice came out of thin air. “But what’s that supposed to mean? Who is it talking about?” he sputtered.

Freya answered quickly. “Well, it follows on from the previous verses, of course, about the Master and the Ancient.” She recited:

As flaming sunset turns to night

Stars and moon cast silver light

On all who choose to live lives free

From the Master’s tyranny

He has no claim to any throne

He long ago was overthrown

By the Ancient, true and just

In whom all living things can trust

Who alone has claim to rule

Tyrelia, beyond the Wall

Tyrelia! O, land of gold

O, land so lovely to behold

“So, it means that the Ancient rules Tyrelia,” Freya continued, thinking aloud, “which lies beyond the Wall. But we already knew that!” She sighed, disappointed. “It doesn’t tell us anything new.”

“I fear we are missing a piece of the puzzle,” Saff said. “We need to find a safe place to ponder and discuss. Come Freya, put that thing away and let’s keep moving—if we stay here, the Guards will have no problem finding us, for they will trip over us.”

With that, Saff pulled Freya up behind him and they continued up the mountain pass. In their haste, they did not notice that the disturbed snow behind the rock bore the tell-tale marks of humans: two clear sets of footprints, one of an adult male, the other not big	enough	for an adult, but not so small as to belong to a young child …

As they climbed, the little patches of snow became more and more frequent, no longer limited to drifts nestled in the shadows of rocks, but spilling out in icy fingers across the track. They picked their way around the snow, careful not to leave an imprint. As they went, Freya puzzled over the poem, reciting it to herself repeatedly, sure that she had missed something, but unable to figure out what.

The higher they climbed, the more extensive the cover of snow and the harder it became to avoid it. A low whistle came from up ahead (from Paz, she assumed), and in short order Freya’s mount turned off the track to pick a way amongst the piled, jagged boulders that littered the mountainside. Although the going was much more difficult and consequently much slower, Freya immediately felt safer as the massive stones not only obscured their view of the path, but also hid them from enemy eyes. It was also much warmer amongst the rocks, for they sheltered the riders from the icy wind that had been a constant presence on the pass. Freya reached out her hand to brush a rock and found it warm to the touch. It was strangely comforting. Small mountain plants had managed to gain a foothold in the sparse soils that had become trapped in nooks and crannies in the tortured landscape. Freya smiled at the tiny white star-shaped flowers nodding on slender stalks, protruding from a bed of moss. It was nearing midday, and the sun beat down on their heads. She began to feel hungry, and was just beginning to wonder whether she should say something, when they rounded a particularly large rock and found themselves staring into a shallow cave, formed by a rock shelf overhang above, propped up by large boulders on either side. There was a small clearing in front of it covered with snow, but the overhang had kept the cave itself clear. Melt on top of the overhang formed a small trickle of icy-cold, but clean, water down one wall of the cave. Beyond the clearing, a huge tumble of boulders hid the cave from view. It was perfect!

The others clearly felt the same, and suddenly all became visible, popping into sight like stars at night-time—except for Paz, who remained invisible and returned the way they had come to act as a lookout. The rest of them dismounted, and stretched like cats before pulling the saddles off the horses and retiring gratefully into the protection of the cave. Although they were all hungry, they were also acutely aware of their need to unlock the puzzle of finding the Path to Tyrelia. They ate quickly and got down to business.

“Right,” said Saff, clearing his throat and brushing crumbs off his robe. “What have we got so far?” But it was a rhetorical question, for he went on to answer it. “We’ve got Freya’s tablet, we’ve got the Prophecy, and we’ve got the map. Anything else?” He looked around at each of them in turn, his eyebrows raised.

Thyst responded, “That about sums it up, Saff.”

“Let’s put them all together then. Spread the map out, Thyst.”

As Thyst unrolled the map, Freya collected four small stones to pin down the corners.

“Freya, now can you please recite the whole poem?” Saff asked. Freya took a deep breath and recited:

Tyrelia! Land of gold

A land so lovely to behold

0, land of beauty, land of light

Joyous refuge, pure delight

Tyrelia! That land so fair

Of meadows green and clean pure air

Of stately trees in forests vast

Of ancient rocks from ages past

Majestic mountains, white with snow

Their crystal tears to rivers flow

Splashing sparkles dance up high

Painting rainbows in the sky

Swathes of splendid floral hues

The land with colour do imbue

The golden sun smiles down from high

As he marches ‘cross the sky

As flaming sunset turns to night

Stars and moon cast silver light

On all who choose to live lives free

From the Master’s tyranny

He has no claim to any throne

He long ago was overthrown

By the Ancient, true and just

In whom all living things can trust

Who alone has claim to rule

Tyrelia, beyond the Wall

Tyrelia! O, land of gold

O, land so lovely to behold

Freya’s voice died away.

At that moment, Paz returned, announcing his arrival with a low whistle. “I reckon that the Guards are still a half-day’s march behind us,” he informed them, “although they look to be travelling awfully fast. I think we should stay here for the night. I’ll go back and keep watch in a minute.”

Saff grunted in agreement with Paz’s assessment. After a brief moment’s pause, Saff continued in a low voice, “Now, where were we? Ah yes. Freya has just recited the entire poem. You’d best repeat it for Paz’s benefit.”

Freya did as she was asked.

When she was done, Saff cleared his throat. “And now, the Prophecy.” And he intoned in his deep, mellow voice:

That which was lost a millennium or more

Shall be found again by a Daughter of Yaw:

One who cannot see, yet is not blind—

If they seek, they shall find

The Path to set all mankind free

Straight through the heart of tyranny.

There is no need to see to believe;

There is more than one way the truth to perceive.

“We know that the Path to Tyrelia has been lost for more than a millennium, the original Path—the bridge beyond the Sentinels—having been destroyed over a thousand years ago.” As he said this, Saff placed his finger on the map at the location of the ruined bridge. “So, the timing is right that the Daughter of Yaw should appear now. And I think we all agree that Freya is definitely the Daughter of Yaw ‘who cannot see, yet is not blind’ that the Prophecy talks about.”

They all nodded.

“Now, the next lines of the Prophecy tell us that the Path that Freya needs to find will set us free from ‘tyranny’. And the tablet mentions ‘the Master’s tyranny’. What is the Master a tyrant over?” Saff looked around them all, challenging them to follow his train of thought.

“The people of Medar,” Thyst responded quietly.

“Right,” Saff nodded.

Thyst blushed.

Aha! thought Freya.

“So, the Path leads out of Medar to Tyrelia. And where is Tyrelia?” he asked, oblivious to his effect on Thyst, his eyebrows raised.

“That’s easy!” Freya answered. “It’s over the Wall.” And she jumped her finger from where Saff’s lay at the ruined bridge, directly over the Wall in the direction she had seen the broken bridge taking during her exploration of the caves.

“Yes,” Saff agreed, his eyes alight with suppressed excitement. “It is over the Wall. But the Wall is not just at that location! The Wall …” — he drew his finger in an oval on the map, following the outline of the Wall — “encircles the entire Land of Medar.” He took a deep breath and announced triumphantly, “Tyrelia is everywhere beyond the Wall! Don’t you see? It surrounds Medar.”

There was a moment’s silence as they all took this in.

“Mmmm,” Thyst said slowly, “but where does that leave us? That means that the lost Path could be anywhere.” She gazed in dismay at the Wall encircling the Land, and flapped her hand in a circular motion above the map. “Anywhere!”

“Well,” Saff said firmly, “let’s get back to the clues that the Prophecy and the tablet have left us. We were talking about the Path leading us ‘from the Master’s tyranny’. Any ideas?”

Paz had been looking intently at the map, as Saff led them through his logic. He cleared his throat, “Actually, the Prophecy says, ‘the heart of tyranny’. What is that?” He looked at the group seated around the map and tablet. He didn’t wait for an answer, but went on. “I’ll tell you what the ‘heart of tyranny’ is. It’s the throne of the Master: the Golden City.” And as he said this, he planted a firm finger on the Golden City.

“I do believe you’re right,” said Saff, giving Paz an approving thump on his shoulder.

Thyst added in a thoughtful voice, “Actually, the Prophecy says, ‘straight through the heart of tyranny’.” And taking her turn to point to the map, she drew a line with her finger from Paz’s, still planted on the Golden City, to where Saff’s had been at the ruined bridge.

As she watched Thyst’s finger draw the line, a thought suddenly occurred to Freya. “Oh,” she squeaked. “I think I’ve got it!” All eyes turned to her expectantly. “Straight through the heart of tyranny.” She pointed at the map, but the others looked at her quizzically.

“But that’s what I said,” Paz said impatiently.

“Yes, yes, you did,” Freya agreed. “But ‘straight through’ doesn’t just go one way. There is more than one way the truth to perceive. See!” Putting her own finger on the map at the Golden City, she drew a straight line in the opposite direction all the way to the edge of the Land. Her finger ended up on the far side of the Andoria Mountains near where the Andor River plunged off the edge of the Land into the Chasm.

Saff stared at her finger. “Hmmm, it’s a possibility,” he conceded.

“I reckon it’s all we’ve got,” Paz added. “Freya, you may just have found the Path. But first, let’s make sure of the location. Has anyone got a straight edge?”

“We could use this,” Freya suggested, handing Saff the tablet. Saff put it on the map, but it was too short.

“No good,” he muttered. “We need to find something else.”

“How about this?” Paz asked, fumbling with the cord at his waist. Working it free of his robes, he wrapped the ends around his hands and pulled it taut, smiling.

“Perfect!” said Saff.

Paz gave the twined cord to Saff, who laid it on the map, placing one end so that it was on the known location of the old Path and the ruined bridge. Pulling the rope tight, he made it cross directly through the centre of the Golden City. They all looked eagerly to see where it crossed the edge of Medar at the other end. Freya’s attempt had not been far wrong, for the line crossed exactly where the Andor River plunged off the edge of the Land into the Chasm.

Now that they knew where they were headed, it did not take long to agree on the way forward: the following morning, they would continue through the mountain pass. Once out of the ranges on the far side they would head west, skirting along the strip of land between the Andoria Mountains and the Chasm—keeping to the foothills for cover, until they came to the Andor River itself. They would then follow the river downstream, bypass the town of Andor, and so on to the waterfall and, hopefully, also the secret Path. Excitement built inside Freya, knowing that Tyrelia might be so close.

Motioning them all to be quiet, Saff fished out his talking stone and focused on it intently. Once again, the blue glow swirled and faded before finally resolving itself into the shadows and shapes of Rube’s head. Without waiting for Rube to speak, Saff blurted out, “We have figured out where the Path might be! Tomorrow we head towards Andor. Guards are in pursuit, but so far, we are all fine. How are you?”

Rube answered quickly. “That’s fantastic news. I too, am fine. However, from tomorrow I doubt you will be able to contact me again for a while. All the best, brothers and sisters. Hopefully we will be in touch in three or four days’ time.” And with that, he disappeared.

“What in the Land do you think he’s up to?” Thyst asked, leaning forward, a frown furrowing her brow.

“I have no idea,” Saff responded. “We must trust that he knows what he’s doing. Come, let us get some sleep now.” And with that, the matter was closed for discussion.

As the rest of them settled down for the night, Paz returned to keep watch at the turnoff. Freya drifted to sleep, once more dreaming of the Ancient, roaming through beautiful Tyrelia, waiting, waiting for her to find him.


Chapter 25

TO THE ANDOR RIVER

Early the next morning, Thyst shook them awake. “

The Guards are on the move. If we want to stay ahead of them we need to move NOW!”

They sprang into action and packed up their things, saddled the horses and set off again. With a pang of anxiety, Freya wondered how close the Guards were. She was not left wondering long, for she soon realised that she could hear the steady tramp-tramptramp of their marching feet. The companions picked up their pace, trying to get back to the path quickly, hopefully ahead of the approaching Guards. It was so hard to tell, in these echoing mountains, how close or far the source of a noise was. But as they rounded a big boulder, the path came into view and Freya saw with dismay that they were too late: the Guards were already marching past the very spot where they had turned off the path. There was nothing to do but wait until the Guards were well past them.

After the last one had disappeared, Saff’s voice floated back to them. “That’s a bit of a bother. Now we are stuck behind them. We shall have to follow them, but keep our distance … and our wits about us. We’ll have to look for an opportunity to get past.”

They set off again, under their guise of invisibility, following along in the wake of the Guards. In one way it was most frustrating, being held up behind the Guards, when all she wanted to do was fly to their new-found Path to Tyrelia. But on the other hand, it saved them the problem of trying to hide their tracks on a path now covered in snow—which, of course, was totally churned up by the passing of the Guards.

They kept up a steady pace and, by late afternoon, were crossing the crest of the mountain pass. At this exposed location, the wind whistled through the gap in the mountain peaks, whipping their cloaks about them, its icy fingers finding their way down the necks of their tunics and up their sleeves. Freya shivered, her teeth chattering with cold, and clutched the hood of her cloak tightly under her chin in a vain attempt to block the wind. It didn’t matter how much noise they made now, there was no way the Guards would hear them over the gale. They tucked their heads down and plodded on. Once they had topped the crest and dropped below the ridge however, the wind died off markedly, much to Freya’s relief. But as they rounded a bend, they came to a sudden halt. Freya peered out from under her hood. The Guards were taking a break and were seated on the ground, having something to eat and drink … and totally blocking the path.

Because the Guards had been concealed by the crest, the companions had not realised that they had stopped until they themselves had come over the mountain pass. They were now much closer to the Guards than they had intended—in fact, just a stone’s throw distant, and Freya knew that they had to be very quiet to maintain their cover. They could not risk dismounting, or even getting food or water out of their saddle bags. So they remained mounted, gently patting their horses to keep them calm and quiet. All they could do was watch, while the Guards ate and drank their fill, relaxing on the ground, chatting to each other in guttural tones, some even having a short nap.

Freya wrinkled her nose in disgust. She had seen them up close before, just before she’d knocked Saff off the bridge in Yaw, but she didn’t remember them looking like this: they were really very ugly. It wasn’t just their black, glittering eyes (no white, just solid black), their dull, grey skin, or their greasy, lank hair. It was hard to describe. The best she could come up with was that they looked, well, rotten. Ugh. She shivered and looked away, a small snort escaping her lips.

One of the Guards heard the noise and sat up suddenly, looking around. Looking through them. Freya froze. But the Guard spotted a comrade snoring nearby and, poking him in the ribs, uttered the insult, “Pig!”

The Guard who had been poked sat up abruptly. “Who are you calling a pig?” he snarled. And without warning, he punched the other in the jaw.

A brawl broke out, with the other Guards quickly surrounding the fighting pair, picking sides, and yelling support for their chosen comrade. The way they were grouped left passage for the Watchers and Freya to slip past.

“Shall we go?” Paz asked in a loud whisper.

“No!” Saff responded. “Too risky. We’ve still got too far to go.”

Just then, one of the Guards, who seemed to be their leader, yelled, “All right, boys, break it up, break it up! Let’s go now!”

As quickly as it had begun, the brawl stopped, and the Guards got back into formation.

“Move out!” shouted their leader, and off they marched.

If the companions had attempted to sneak past them, they would surely have been caught. Thanking their luck, they waited where they were until the Guards were once more out of sight.

Then Saff’s voice floated out of the air. “That was too close! Let’s camp for the night here.” Letting their invisibility fade, they slipped off their mounts, stretched and took refreshments. Freya jumped up and down to get her circulation going and to try and warm up.

“Did you see those Guards? I never realised before that they looked so horrible,” she said to Thyst.

Thyst glanced at her, uncomprehending. “I don’t know what you mean. They just looked like normal people to me. What did they look like to you?”

“Oh,” Freya responded, confused, “they looked … rotten.”

“Really?” Thyst mused, looking at Freya thoughtfully. “That’s strange.” She shrugged and turned away to get her sleeping blanket from her horse’s pack.
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They spent the next day following the Guards, keeping just out of sight, and looking for other paths that might allow them to get ahead. They found a couple of possible opportunities, but each time the path turned out to be a dead-end at a tumble of boulders, and they had to back-track. By the time they had got back to the main route, they were even farther behind. As dusk fell once more, Saff called them to a halt.

“It’s no good,” he announced wearily. “There are no opportunities to get past them on this narrow track. We will camp for the night and try our luck tomorrow.”
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The next morning they woke early. After a quick breakfast, they continued down the path in the wake of the Guards. They were surrounded by rocky mountains: behind them, to either side and ahead of them, marching on and on into the distance. As the sun rose, the rough angles and planes changed from shades of black into greys and browns. Gradually, the snow underfoot became more and more patchy, eventually disappearing altogether. But still all they could see were mountains. There was no sign of the Guards (although they could hear them), and no sign of the plains of Andor. They trudged on, stopping several times to rest and eat. Eventually, as dusk stole over them, they stopped once more to camp for the night.

As they continued on their way the following morning, Freya wondered whether they were making any progress: they were still swallowed up in the bowels of the Andoria Mountains. However, as the day wore on, the bare rocks and stones gradually gave way to small shrubs, a pine tree here and there until, eventually, as they headed into a steep ravine, they found themselves back within the tree line. The Guards kept up their steady pace, so that, although the companions could hear their tramping feet, they did not see them again. The light faded and soon it was dusk. Saff called them to a halt, informing them that they would make camp, but then rouse again in several hours’ time and attempt to get past the Guards under the cover of darkness and forest.

It was not until she slipped once more from Thyst’s horse, that Freya realised how bone-weary she was. It had been several long, tiring days in the Andoria Mountains. They quickly made camp and had a cold supper of bread, salami, cheese, fruit, and nuts. They dared not light a fire for fear of being seen. As she wrapped herself in her blanket, snuggled between two twisted roots of a pine tree, Freya smiled to herself knowing that they had finally unlocked the secret of where the Path to Tyrelia lay. Soon! Soon they would finally see Tyrelia! And once more, she drifted to sleep dreaming of that beautiful land. Once again, she dreamt of the enormous mountain covered in glittering, white snow, its peak shrouded in white clouds where, she was sure, the mysterious Ancient was hidden, surveying his magnificent kingdom, and waiting, waiting … for her.
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It was still dark and the air was damp with mist when she was gently roused from her sleep by Thyst.

“Freya! Wake up, Freya!”

It took her a moment to remember where she was.

“Morning, Thyst. I was dreaming of home, of Nob, but …” Upon seeing Thyst, the events of the past few weeks flooded back and, for a moment, she was overwhelmed by everything that had happened. Then she remembered that they had discovered the location of the long-lost Path to Tyrelia. “Oh!” she squeaked. “Do you think we’ll find the Path today?” She was suddenly wide awake and filled with excitement.

She quickly got up, packed up her blanket and slung her satchel over her shoulder. Thyst handed her some bread and an apple, which she ate while the others prepared the horses. She could barely discern their shapes in the drifting fog. It was not long before they were quietly making their way through the grey darkness of the mist-shrouded forest, the pine trees towering overhead and the needle-covered ground underfoot still varying shades of grey, rather than browns and greens. The thick mist meant that they could only see a few feet around them. They agreed that the cloak of fog rendered their own invisibility unnecessary, and indeed, Freya could barely make out Saff at the head of their procession, Paz behind them, or the tree trunks to either side.

Rather than heading downhill as Freya had supposed they would, they followed the contour hugging the base of the foothills. In so doing, they stayed within the forest. The litter of pine needles covering the ground, combined with the grey fog, muffled the sound of the horses’ hooves, so that their passage was evident only by a gentle thud-thud sound. It was peaceful, but the sharp scent of the surrounding pine forest kept them alert. Without knowing how close they were to the Guards, however, they dared not risk talking.

Gradually, the darkness faded as, high above them, the sun broke over the mountain tops. But its rays could not penetrate deeply into the mist-shrouded forest below. For the companions, this meant that colour slowly seeped into the forest, changing dull greys into pale greens and browns and the mist from grey to white. Birds twittered cautiously high above their heads as they woke for the new day. The companions moved through the forest at a steady walk—misty shadows passing between the towering trees. As they went, Freya strained to see with her good eye. She peered through the drifts into the murky depths of the forest, looking for signs of the Guards, but saw none.

The morning wore on uneventfully. They paused only briefly for a snack mid-morning before carrying on. Although the sun was by now high in the heavens, the pine forest remained a murky, misty world, seemingly isolated from the rest of Medar. The farther they went, the more relaxed Freya became. She was certain they must have passed the slumbering camp of the Guards hours ago in the early morning darkness. By now the Guards would be far behind them, and surely heading in the wrong direction!

It was early afternoon before the mists thinned, slowly revealing an increasing expanse of forest surrounding them. It happened so gradually that it was some time before Freya realised that she could see Saff very clearly, two horses ahead of her. She was about to say something, when they came across a chattering stream, flowing from the mountains.

“Oho,” Saff called. “I do believe this is the headwaters of the Andor River.”

They stopped to rest and replenish their water skins, while the horses drank their fill. Upon remounting, they turned their horses and followed the waters downstream. Soon they emerged from the shelter of the trees into a large meadow. Freya saw the others smiling at the beautiful sight of long grass, dotted with tiny white, yellow, pink, and blue flowers. But as her gaze swept across the field and back along the tree line, her own look turned to horror. There, marching along the edge of the forest, straight towards them, was the entire company of Guards.


Chapter 26

JACK’S SECOND GAMES

Martha, Thomas, Jack, and Hank’s family had spent every evening following the Games speculating about the amazing story that Martha and Leena had overheard. How had Freya made it to Yawbridge? Who were these Transients? How were they able to turn themselves and others invisible? Where were they headed now? So many questions but, unfortunately, no answers.

It was now the morning of the Games again. Would the day bring the news that the Guard, Froot, had predicted, and that Freya’s family dreaded: the news that Freya had been captured? Martha’s stomach was tied up in knots with anxiety.

Jack, on the other hand, whilst obviously concerned about his little sister, was also practising his wrestling daily, and was in fact more concerned about how well he would do in the Games than what, if anything, they would learn about Freya. They had, after all, been living in the Golden City for more than a month now and, although he would never voice the thought aloud, he was actually getting used to the family being just the three of them.

As they headed off to the Games arena, Jack felt very confident. He was well-rested, he had made excellent progress during the week, and he was strong in both mind and body. The crowds swelled as they got closer to the arena and, as always, they were swept along with the flow of people—they could not have gone elsewhere if they had tried. Once inside, they made their way to the seats near the wrestling ring and deposited their basket. Then Martha hugged Jack and wished him luck before hurrying off with Leena to the Guards’ ale tent.

What a difference Jack felt, no longer being the ‘new lad’—although it was, of course, only his second Games as a competitor. There were two new wrestlers this week, both in Jack’s weight class, so their match was first. He watched the match keenly and picked who would win early on: a tall, red-haired lad, a bit on the scrawny side.

Then it was Jack’s turn to once again face his foe from the previous week, Finn, the curly-haired boy.

After the formalities of shaking hands, Jack faced his opponent in the neutral position and scowled at him, trying to intimidate him. His opponent made the first move, attempting to grab Jack in a half nelson. Doesn’t the guy have any other moves? Jack wondered to himself as he swiftly countered with the same move, resulting in a tie-up.

They circled around for a few seconds, holding each other’s arms, before Jack stepped towards his opponent and executed a single-leg sweep, pulling Finn’s legs out from under him and taking him down. Finn fell heavily on his back, pulling Jack down on top of him. This was precisely what Jack had intended, but he was not able to hold his opponent pinned for the requisite two seconds. Nonetheless, he earned his first two points of the day for the takedown, right on the bell signalling the end of the first period.

Jack retired to his corner, and Orn congratulated him on his good start. “See how far you have come, Jack? He defeated you last time, but now you are the stronger one. You will defeat him easily, I can see it!” Encouraged, Jack returned to the circle and, having lost the disk toss, took the defensive position. Finn immediately leapt on top of Jack, taking control and forcing Jack back on to his elbows and earning two points for a near fall. However, Jack managed to roll out from under his opponent and jump to his feet. One point for an escape. Finn had also scrambled to his feet, but before he had a chance to spin around, Jack grabbed him from behind and locked his hands around Finn’s waist. Placing one of his feet behind Finn’s heel, Jack pulled him over for a second time. Two more points to Jack for the takedown. Finn lifted himself into a bridge position, but Jack retained control and was able to push Finn’s shoulders back down onto the mat, pinning him for two seconds. Match to Jack!

Elated, Jack returned to his corner, panting with exertion, but grinning from ear to ear.

Thomas slapped his son affectionately on the back, congratulating him loudly.

“What did I tell you?” Orn exclaimed. “Now, only one more win and you will advance to the next round.”

But first, there was a match between Finn and the defeated new lad from the first bout. Finn won this one easily, and Jack realised that he could not afford to lose his next match or it would be Finn going through instead of him.

Finally, it was Jack’s turn to wrestle with the tall, scrawny lad. Jack mentally referred to him as Carrot-top. Despite being a newcomer, the red-haired lad had more than a few skills. Jack found himself evenly matched, resulting in back and forth action mixed with plenty of near falls on both sides. By the time the bell signalled the end of the first round, the points were tied. It could go either way.

Panting for breath, Jack retired to his corner.

Hearty as ever, Orn slapped Jack on the back. “You’re doing well,” he assured him. Thomas and Hank agreed.

“You’re neck-and-neck, but you’re definitely fitter, Jack,” Thomas added.

“Why,” Hank exclaimed, jerking his thumb over his shoulder towards Carrot-top, “just look how red he is. You can hardly tell the difference between his hair and his face!”

They burst out laughing, and all the tension flowed out of Jack.

Still chuckling, Jack returned to the mat for the next round. For once, he had won the disk throw and was starting in the offensive position. Before Carrot-top had even registered that the round had begun, Jack had him in a pinch head lock. Within seconds he had driven him down to the mat on his back and managed to pin him for one, two seconds. He had won!

Jack retired to his corner. Orn slapped his back, and Hank tousled his hair. The win was announced loudly by the referee: “And the winner of the lightweight wrestling is … Jack from Nob!”

It felt so good to hear his name proclaimed like that, even though it was just the first step. He had won. But he still needed to win the next round before he would get any earnings.
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Much later, the women joined the men. This time they had not heard any news whatsoever—which they supposed was a good thing. On the other hand, Froot had not turned up either, so perhaps it was merely a matter of the news not getting through. It was nerve-wracking. Martha managed to half-heartedly congratulate Jack on his win, but her furrowed brow betrayed her distraction.

With mixed feelings, the party made their way home. Martha realised that there was no point in dwelling on Freya: they would now not hear anything until the following week. She made a big effort to focus on Jack. As they reached the sanctuary of their porch and were out of earshot of passers-by, Martha turned to Jack and, standing on tip-toes, gave him a big hug.

“I’m sorry, Jack,” she said in a low voice. “I know I’ve been so distracted by my worry for Freya, but I really am very proud of you. You deserved your win today, and I’m sorry I missed it.” And she squeezed him tightly.

They turned and went into the house.

But as Thomas pulled the door behind him, it jammed. He gave it a good yank, and it slammed shut. He entered the room, muttering, “That was odd.” Then he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, for a whitehaired man had materialised right in the middle of their room! It was the Transient from the latest poster: the one from Yawbridge.

Martha gasped, and clapped her hand to her mouth, her eyes wide, staring at the man standing in their kitchen.

The man held his hands out in front of him in a gesture of peace and said, “Do not be alarmed. I bring news of your daughter, Freya.”

Martha suddenly couldn’t breathe. Black spots danced before her eyes and she frantically tugged at her collar. She slid gracefully to the floor in a dead faint.

She came around to the acrid smell of crushed herbs. Leena was bending over her, peering into her face with concern. Beyond Leena the room was crowded with people.

“Wh … what happened?” she asked blearily.

“You fainted, my dear,” Leena replied.

Martha pushed herself up to a sitting position, and as she did so, she spotted the stranger from Yawbridge. She stared at him, her eyes widening. “You!” she exclaimed. “You know where Freya is?”

The man stepped forward, smiling kindly. “Yes,” he nodded. “Yes, I do. Let’s all sit down and I can explain everything.”

The man from Yawbridge sat down heavily and rubbed his hands over his face. He looked very tired.

“Oh, let me get you something to eat and drink,” Martha exclaimed, jumping up again.

Leena pushed her gently back into her seat. “Don’t you worry about a thing, Martha. I’ll rustle something up.”

The white-haired man cleared his throat and, leaning back in his chair smiled around at them all. “My name is Rube. I’m a Watcher from Yaw. I last saw Freya about ten days ago, when we parted ways in Yawbridge. However, I last heard of her five nights ago. She and her companions were all alive and well.” He smiled at Leena as she handed him a cup of cold water, and he took a long drink. “Excuse me,” he apologised. “I’ve been looking for you in this city for two days now. I have hardly slept or eaten in that time. If it weren’t for your son … Jack, is it? … winning that wrestling, I don’t think I would ever have found you.”

Jack looked pleased at the mention of his win.

“Freya has, of course, told me you are from Nob, and you fitted her descriptions, so I was pretty sure you were her family. I followed you home from the Games and then when I heard Freya’s name mentioned, well, that confirmed it for me that you were her family. So, I slipped through the door behind you and … well, here I am.”

“So where is Freya?” Martha interrupted anxiously. “Why didn’t you bring her with you?”

Rube shook his head, saying, “My dear lady, this is the last place we would want Freya to be. You see, she is a very special girl: very special indeed. She has been chosen for a most important task, and she is fulfilling that task as we speak.” He held up his hand as if to prevent further interruptions. “Never fear,” he continued, “she is in good, safe hands. She is with three other Watchers who, like myself, can give her the gift of invisibility. They will do everything in their power to ensure that she succeeds in her task, even if it means losing their own lives.” “So it’s true!’ Thomas exclaimed. “She is the One chosen to destroy the Wall!”

Rube nodded appreciatively. “Ah, good. I see you know about the Vision. That means I don’t have to explain quite so much. Do you know about the tablet she found?”

The blank faces staring back at him gave him his answer, so he launched into his tale. He described how Freya had found the tablet and discovered the mysterious words on it describing the long-lost Tyrelia, the wonderful land to which the Watchers wished to return. He explained how the Path was destroyed by the Master a thousand years ago, but that Freya’s quest was to discover a new Path.

“There are other signs that Freya is the chosen one,” he continued. “We Watchers have a prophecy that was given to us a thousand years ago that ‘a Daughter of Yaw, who cannot see, yet is not blind’ would find the long-lost Path. The fact that her mother was from Yaw was fortunately overheard by my dear friend, Watcher Merald. He managed to rescue Freya from the Pit, but sadly lost his own life in the process. But before he died, he was able to instruct her to find Watcher Saff in Elmwood.”

The family was nodding as Rube recounted this, and Hank explained how he had printed the poster of not only Freya, but also of Saff and, indeed, Rube himself. Martha chipped in to explain how they had managed to get information about who the people in the poster were, and their connection to Freya.

Rube looked suitably impressed at the knowledge they had garnered, and filled them in on the details of Freya’s movements until he had parted ways with her at Yawbridge.

After they had taken some time to digest all this, Thomas asked, “Sir, would it be possible for us to talk to Freya with your talking stone, please?” Rube looked pained. “Aah, sir, I am afraid that that will not be possible.” He held up a weary hand to stifle the anticipated protest. “Alas, it appears that the stones do not work here within the walls of the Golden City. I do not know why.”

For the first time, Jack spoke up. “Excuse me sir. Talking of the Golden City … how did you manage to get in?”

Frowning, Rube looked down at his hands as he mused, “Well, there’s another puzzle I can’t explain: I was fully anticipating problems. We Watchers know full well that unless an ordinary person has received the chemical injection, they will be prevented from passing through the gates—that they will experience an invisible force blocking their way like a solid wall.”

Rube glanced around at the listening group, and seeing that they knew this information, nodded slightly and continued. “I arrived outside the city gates five days ago. I was weary from having to remain invisible almost the entire trip from Yawbridge. I won’t go into the details but, needless to say, my identity was nearly revealed on many occasions.

“So, upon my arrival, I sought an alternative way of entering the city. I circled the entire wall—what a foolish errand that was!” Rube shook his head in disgust at his folly. “I should have known that the rumours of impenetrability were true. Thus, after wasting an entire day, I found myself once more at the city gates. I loitered around the gates for two more days, trying to figure out how to get in. I observed the farmers coming out of the city each day and returning before dusk, but did not see anyone matching Freya’s description of your family. At dusk, on the third day since arriving outside the city, I spied a wagon full of hay—I could not believe my luck! It was too late already to enter the city, but at least I would be able to conceal myself nearby before attempting to enter the following day.”

Rube paused for breath, and took a gulp of water. His audience waited with bated breath for him to continue.

“Luckily for me, I did not appreciate how weary I was. I fell immediately into a deep sleep, and did not wake before sunrise as I had intended. Rather, I awoke to the swaying motion of the cart. It was not until the cart had stopped that I dared peek out, only to discover that I was within the city walls! I can only speculate that it is by the same powers that I have as a Watcher that I was able to enter unscathed.”

He gazed around at them all, shrugging his shoulders as if apologizing for his inadequate explanation. After a lengthy pause, he directed his gaze at Martha and ventured, “But I have a question for you now. Would you be able to describe this woman from Yawbridge to me?”

Startled at the unexpected question, Martha spoke up. “It was a dark night, you understand, and she was very … dishevelled. But she was a beautiful lady, that much was obvious. She had long, dark hair, down to here,” — Martha gestured to her waist — “big, dark eyes. A straight nose. And a birthmark on her right thigh—I definitely remember seeing that as I was helping her deliver Freya.” She glanced back at Rube curiously. The blood had drained from his face, and he was gripping the table edge. “Why do you ask?” Martha said gently.

Rube turned to her, his gaze unfocussed. Then he pulled himself together, and said simply, “She was my wife.”

Martha stared at him before finding her voice. “Then … then you’re Freya’s real father!” she finally exclaimed.


Chapter 27

DISCOVERY

As the Guards spotted Freya and her companions, a loud shout rang out, shattering the quiet of the meadow. As one, the Guards surged towards them. After that, things happened so quickly that Freya barely registered the sequence of events.

The blood-curdling yell had shocked Freya to her core. How in the Land had the Guards got here so soon? Surely they had left them far behind in the misty depths of the forest! In her fright, she grabbed Thyst so tightly around her waist that she almost tumbled from the horse.

In response to the onrushing Guards, Saff commanded loudly, “To the bridge!” As he spurred his mount forward, the Watchers, their mounts and their charge, Freya, became invisible.

Freya glanced over her shoulder. The nearest Guards’ eyes grew wide with surprise as their prey disappeared into thin air. But the surprise quickly turned to glee and they barely stopped in their tracks before continuing their pursuit. In dismay, Freya looked down behind her. The passage of the fleeing horses was cutting a swathe in the long meadow grass, making it easy for the Guards to follow their trail, despite the invisibility.

As they galloped through the meadow, the grasses whipping against their legs, Freya clung to Thyst for dear life. With slight relief, she saw that the distance between them and the Guards was slowly growing, as the companions drew ahead. Before she knew it, they were out of the meadow and were galloping through a ploughed field, clods of dark earth spraying from their horses’ hooves. She glanced briefly about her. There were cultivated fields to either side of them. A village or town must be not far ahead.

As the companions followed the river through gently rolling hills, the fields changed colour from crop to crop under them. Now they came across a low stone wall, which their mounts leapt with ease. They were in a paddock of sheep. The thundering hooves sent the animals fleeing before them, bleating loudly in their panic.

A shepherd with a mop of red hair leapt up from his seat beside the river and looked wildly around him for the source of the flock’s sudden flight. He did not see the companions, but could obviously hear them and his cloak billowed in the wind generated by their wake as they galloped past him.

“Who goes there?” he demanded, spinning around, trying to locate the source of the disturbance. But he was soon distracted by the sight of the twenty Guards, who had appeared on the horizon and were bearing down on him. Gibbering in fear, the lad turned on his heel and raced towards the settlement as fast as his legs would carry him.

The Watchers galloped on, the Guards hot in pursuit. Cresting a gentle rise, a settlement came into view in the distance. That must be the town of Andor, thought Freya. They had nearly reached a few farmhouses, scattered in the fields on either side of the river. Lazy drifts of smoke twisted skywards from the chimneys.

Thyst reined in her mount and they stared at the town. It was not on the banks of the river, as Freya had first thought, but was on an island in the middle. The river divided into two channels and plank bridges spanned from either side at intervals. The Chasm was just visible in the distance.

Thyst’s horse whinnied and set off again. Clutching Thyst’s tunic, Freya glanced behind. They had put even more distance between themselves and the Guards. Yet they were still unmistakably being followed. How could they escape?

The others must have been having similar thoughts, for as they neared a bridge entering the town, Saff became visible! Two children playing in a nearby field squealed in fright at the sudden appearance of the horseman and ran screaming towards a farmhouse. Freya and Thyst were still invisible. So was Paz, galloping behind them. They were too far away to hear the Guards, but when their pursuers spotted Saff they surged forward with renewed energy.

Freya glanced back. Saff had turned his mount towards the bridge. Moments later the horse’s hooves clattered on its wooden timbers, startling a bent old woman with a cane basket on her arm. It was only as Thyst thundered straight past the bridge with Paz close to their flank, that Freya understood what Saff was doing. The invisible pair cantered along the dirt road, following the river downstream, while Saff galloped into Andor to distract the Guards.

They reached another bridge leading into the town, but they ignored that one too, and continued their flight towards the Chasm. Once more, Freya looked behind her. The Guards had made it to the first bridge, and had stopped. A couple of them were bent over inspecting the tracks on the ground. Out of the corner of her eye, Freya noticed the old woman hurrying towards the houses, waving her arms about her head in terror. The thought passed through Freya’s head that she must have dropped her basket. What a thing to be thinking of at a time like this, she scolded herself.

The two scout Guards conferred with their leader. The leader issued some commands: he pointed to the bridge, then straight at her! Immediately the Guards split into two troops.

So, their ruse had not worked, but at least now there were only ten Guards on their tail, and they were even farther behind them than they had been. It was a small comfort.

Turning to look ahead once more, Freya saw two things. First of all, they had passed the settlement but, instead of the river reforming into a single stream, the river was now dotted with islands, created by the swiftly-flowing waters carving deep into the soft sandstone rocks beneath them. Some of the islands looked like towers about to topple over, whilst others were quite large, but still with the same, nearly vertical sides. Dense vegetation grew on them, and flocks of small, brown-coloured birds flew up in alarm as the horses thundered by. The second thing Freya noticed was that there were thick bushes growing between them and the Chasm, now only a stone’s throw ahead.

Tugging hard on the reins, Thyst pulled her mount to a skidding halt just inside the fringe of the bushes. The dense growth made it impossible to see the river bank and she didn’t want to risk tumbling into the swift waters. Urging her horse deeper into the shrubbery at a walk, they passed into a world of greenery, the foliage reaching above their heads. They came to a clearing, and Thyst hissed something to Paz then leapt off her horse, pulling Freya with her.

Pushing Freya to the ground and thrusting their horses’ reins into Freya’s hand, she whispered urgently, “Stay hidden! We’ll be back soon.”

Thyst and Paz were both still invisible, but the leaves of the undergrowth parted as they pushed their way through, back the way they had come. Freya gazed after them, but the growth was so dense that she could not see any more movement.

Sighing, she looked up at the horses. They had been ridden hard for the past fifteen minutes, and were breathing heavily, their coats lathered. Stroking the flank of the one closest to her she whispered, “You poor thing. You have done so well! Thank you.” Then, “What do you suppose Thyst and Paz are doing?”

The horse nickered quietly and nuzzled her hand.

Just then there was a strange whizzing sound, followed immediately by another and yet another. There was a yelp of pain. More whizzing sounds followed by more yelps and bloodcurdling cries. The Guards? She thought she recognised Paz’s voice amongst the racket, but she couldn’t be sure.

Just as suddenly as it had begun, the noise ceased. It was deadly quiet. Then there were some grunting and scuffling noises, which went on for the next few minutes. Freya shrank back and curled up under a bush, hugging her knees. What’s happening? Time ticked by, but still she heard nothing but flies. There was no sign of Paz or Thyst. Are they ever coming back? A niggling fear started in the pit of her stomach and slowly crept up, finally constricting her throat.

At that very moment, the bushes rustled and a terrified yelp escaped her lips. Instantly Thyst became visible before her. She was grinning from ear to ear. She put a firm hand on Freya’s shoulder. “It’s all right,” she said. “They’re all dead.”

Freya gasped, her eye wide. “How?”

Paz emerged from the bushes behind Thyst. He was spattered in blood. Guards’ blood, Freya hoped. “Thyst got half of them with her arrows. Then I finished them off with my knife,” he announced matter- of-factly. At the horrified look on Freya’s face, he shrugged his shoulders. “It was either them or us,” he said. “Now, let’s get a move on and find that Path before the rest of them catch up with us.”

Remounting the horses and once again concealing themselves with their invisibility, they threaded their way through the dense foliage towards the Chasm. The greenery surrounded them on all sides and grew just tall enough to hide them completely. Above, the late afternoon sky was a light grey. The air was still. The only sounds were those of the horses’ hooves thudding softly on the ground, the swish of the leaves brushing them as they pushed through the bushes, and the distant rushing of the Andor River, somewhere off to their left.

Paz was in the lead, with Thyst and Freya right behind. When Paz stopped abruptly, letting out a small cry, Thyst’s horse walked straight into him.

Regaining visibility, Paz hissed at them, “Stop! Watch out. The Chasm.”

And indeed, they had emerged from the thick shrubs right on the edge of the precipice. Freya’s heart lurched at the sight of the plunging depths mere paces from where their horses stood.

Looking across the Chasm to where the Wall should have been, Freya gasped in wonder. Instead of the dull grey, solid mass of the vertical stone casting them into shadow, there were verdant green meadows on gently rolling hills, bathed in brilliant sunshine. It was dazzling. She must have been lost in the wonder of it, for it took her a few moments to realise that Thyst, seated in front of her on the horse, was looking at her over her shoulder, consternation on her face.

“Oh!” breathed Freya. “Tyrelia! Isn’t it beautiful?” She slid down from the horse and stood staring at the breathtaking vista. Thyst followed Freya’s gaze, then looked uncertainly at Paz, raising her eyebrows. He shook his head imperceptibly and cleared his throat.

“Umm, Freya, what exactly can you see?”

“That!” Freya exclaimed, pointing directly across the Chasm. “Tyrelia!” With difficulty she tore her gaze from the lush landscape to glance at Paz, only to see incomprehension in his eyes.

He flicked his eyes to Thyst before speaking gently. “Freya, you are pointing at the Wall. We can’t see any Tyrelia.”

Thyst nodded.

“But,” Freya demanded, “how can you not see it? It’s right there. Look!” She turned once more towards the Chasm and gestured expansively.

“Well,” Thyst said gently, “we just can’t. All we can see is the Wall. You must be dreaming. Or maybe you can see things differently from us. Oh!” she exclaimed, a thought dawning on her, “the Prophecy!” Looking in turn at Paz then Freya, she explained excitedly, “I always wondered about the last line of the Prophecy. We never discussed it, you know.” She was sure both Paz and Freya were running through the Prophecy in their minds. Before either of them could say anything, she recited:

There is more than one way the truth to perceive.

She looked at Freya with renewed wonder. “I think,” she said slowly, “that Freya has somehow figured out how to see Tyrelia-beyond-the- Wall! But how?”

Freya turned once more to study Tyrelia with her one eye. Her voice was subdued as she said, “I don’t know. I just can.”

Placing her hand on Freya’s shoulder, Thyst asked eagerly, “Please, Freya, can you describe it to us?”

Her eyes sweeping over Tyrelia, Freya breathed, “Oh Thyst, it is so bright and colourful! Like nothing I’ve ever seen before. The green meadows are so green! The sky is so blue! The sunshine is so bright! It’s … it’s like it’s so clean. And there are all sorts of different coloured flowers in the meadows: red, blue, yellow, white, and purple. In the distance, behind the meadows, I can see enormous bluey-purple mountains.” She let her gaze sweep along the edge of the precipice on the opposite side. “And over there in the middle of nowhere is some sort of archway. I wonder what … Oh.” She squeaked to a stop mid-sentence, pointing to the opposite cliff, slightly to the left of where they were standing. “Look! Stairs!”

Carved into the cliff opposite, almost indistinguishable in the dingy darkness of the Chasm, climbing from depths unseen, a staircase zigzagged its way up to the archway that only Freya could see.

Paz and Thyst both looked to where Freya was pointing, and Paz let out a low whistle.

“By the Land!” he exclaimed with admiration in his voice. “So there are. I do believe Freya has found the long-lost Path.”


Chapter 28

FLIGHT

“But how do we get to the archway?” Freya frowned. After the excitement of discovering the Path, it now seemed impossible to reach it.

Thyst was peering over the edge of the cliff. “We’ve got to find a way across the Chasm. The Path must be west of the town.”

Paz snorted. “Right. We’ll just stroll through the town and find a bridge.”

“Well, we can’t cross the river here,” Thyst responded crossly. “It’ll be too risky trying to cross anywhere near the Chasm. We’ll be swept over the edge.”

“Let’s go back to that clearing and figure out what to do. Besides, we need to contact Saff and let him know that we’ve found the Path—or rather the stairway leading up from the opposite side of the Chasm.” 

They still weren’t absolutely certain where the staircase commenced on this side of the Chasm.

With their horses in tow, Paz led the way back to the clearing where Freya had waited while Paz and Thyst had dealt with the Guards. Once there, he veered off to the right, pushing his way through the bushes, leading the thirsty horses to the stream for a well-deserved drink. Leaving them tethered there, he returned to the clearing and hunkered down, extracting his talking stone from within his dusty robes. Instinctively, Freya touched the stone in the pouch hanging around her neck.

Paz was frowning in concentration, staring at the stone lying in his palm. A yellow haze formed around it. The colour intensified, but although he focused for a full fifty heartbeats, the glow did not resolve into the shape of Saff’s features. The glow faded as Paz blew out his breath in exasperation and shook his head as though to clear it. “Let’s try Rube, then,” he muttered under his breath. Once again, holding the stone in front of his eyes on the flat of his palm, he focused his gaze. Once again, the yellow stone emitted its glow … but once again, nothing happened. “They’re not answering.” Paz closed his fist around the stone and stuffed it back into his robes.

“It must be too risky for them to allow themselves to become visible,” Thyst suggested. “And the Guards are probably still chasing Saff.”

“Which means that it will be too risky to go back though Andor. The horses will give us away,” Paz stated.

Freya had been thinking about the horses. She cleared her throat. “Maybe we should just leave the horses here? After all, it’s not like they will be able to climb down the staircase when we get there. We could ride them as far as Andor and then leave them outside, whilst we continue on foot. But they will give us away the moment we leave them. So why don’t we just leave them here?”

Paz was following her train of thought, nodding in agreement. “Good thinking, Freya. It’s decided then. We’ll return to Andor on foot.” He stood up abruptly and disappeared back into the greenery in the direction of the horses.

Moments later he returned, their packs, Thyst’s bow and quiver of arrows slung over his shoulder and carrying their waterskins, filled to bursting. Distributing the items, he said, “Let’s go!” and marched off ahead of them.

They had not gone far when Freya let out a small yelp as she spotted a foot poking out from under a bush.

“It’s fine,” Thyst reassured her. “It’s just the Guards.”

Sure enough, the foot belonged to a Guard. A dead Guard. There! Another one. Paz and Thyst had dragged them into the bushes. That’s what all the grunting noises had been about. Freya wrinkled her nose and averted her eyes to avoid looking at the awful slack skin and lifeless black eyes.

It was not long before they emerged from the shrubs into the late afternoon light. Paz was in the lead, followed by Freya with Thyst bringing up the rear, her hand resting on Freya’s shoulder to ensure her invisibility. Freya glanced back as they made their way along the river bank towards Andor. The dense wall of shrubs did not reveal any hint of their grisly contents. Freya shuddered and looked through Paz at the town in the distance. It looked a lot farther away than she remembered. Of course, when they had previously passed this spot an hour earlier, they had been fleeing flat out on horseback, with ten Guards hot in pursuit.

After a while, Thyst called in a low voice, “By the Land, look at the river!” They all stopped and looked. It was quite incredible. They were still well downstream of the town—about halfway between the band of shrubbery and Andor. It was the stretch of river that was dotted with steep-sided islands. The incredible thing was that, at this location, the islands all lined up, like stepping stones across the river.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” Paz asked. “Looks to me too good an opportunity to pass up.” And with that, he leapt from the river bank to the first island.

Not that you could see him: he was of course invisible, but the vegetation growing on the island was flattened suddenly where he landed.

His voice floated back to Freya and Thyst standing on the bank. “All right Freya. You next.”

She eyed the gap, twisting her head to get a clear view through her one good eye. It was not far. Taking a deep breath, she crouched, and then jumped to the island. What a strange sight it was! A girl suddenly appearing mid-air (where she left Thyst’s touch), leaping towards the island, and then disappearing again as Paz grabbed her as she landed. He pulled her to the side, and seconds later, Thyst landed, with a slight thump, beside them.

“Good. Well done,” said Paz. “On to the next one. Same method.”

And so they continued, leaping from island to island. Each time, Freya popped temporarily into view between the islands, then disappeared with the invisibility only possible with the touch of the Watchers. They were so intent on what they were doing—judging the distance to the next island to avoid tumbling into the swift waters— that they did not notice the small crowd gathering at the wall of the distant town. The onlookers gasped in amazement at the girl who kept appearing out of nowhere in mid-air, each time a bit farther across the river. It was only when Freya made the final leap to the safety of the far river bank and the crowd burst into whoops and applause, that Freya noticed the audience.

Looking wildly in the direction of the distant noise, Paz muttered, “By the Master! What rotten luck. The Guards will surely be upon us soon. Quick, Freya, jump on my back—I hope you like piggy-back rides.”

Freya clung tightly to Paz’s neck, as he set off at a run along the river bank, back towards the wall of greenery and the Chasm. She glanced behind her, but there was no sign of pursuit. Why, she couldn’t even see Thyst or herself! She could, however, see that a bridge connected the island of Andor to this bank of the river. Looking ahead once more, she willed Paz to reach the safety of the band of greenery. Not far now! Close enough for Thyst to shoot an arrow into the bushes.

Suddenly, she felt rather than heard the familiar rumble of galloping hooves. Craning her neck to look behind her once more, she could see a cloud of dust moving towards them from the bridge. Paz was breathing heavily. Now she could see the distinct shapes of multiple people within the dust cloud. Guards! They must’ve got hold of some horses in Andor somehow. She turned back to urge Paz on, but at that very moment, they entered the safety of the dense foliage. Branches whipped her cheeks and flicked into her eyes as he plunged deeper and deeper into the bushes, with Thyst hot on his heels.

Without warning, he changed direction and pushed his way to the left, moving parallel to the Chasm.

“What are you doing?” Freya hissed into his ear.

“Putting them off our scent,” he grunted in reply. “Well, at least trying to.”

He did not travel far in that direction before changing once more to head back towards the Chasm. By now he was panting, and he slowed his pace slightly. Their invisible bodies formed a space within the shrubbery. It was like a bubble moving within the vegetation, for the wiry branches snapped back into place immediately behind them, concealing their passage.

Moments later, they emerged suddenly from the bushes to find themselves once again standing at the edge of the Chasm.

“Do you see it?” Paz asked urgently.

Freya did not need to ask what he meant. She scanned the opposite horizon—once more stunned by the scenery and shocked by the absence of the Wall—and immediately spotted the archway.

“It’s still quite a way farther along.”

As before, the vegetation grew too close to the edge of the Chasm for them to safely walk along the cliff top, so they re-entered the bushes, pushing through the shrubbery parallel to the edge. Every now and then, Paz would emerge from the bushes at the Chasm’s edge for Freya to advise him whether they had reached the archway.

Progress was painstakingly slow. Branches and leaves swished as they brushed against bodies, but Freya couldn’t be sure whether it was caused by them or by the Guards. Pressure built in her chest.

The fifth time that Paz made his way to the edge of the Chasm, Freya squeaked, “It’s opposite!”

At the same moment, Thyst murmured, “Behold! A stairway!” And indeed, there at their feet, was the top of a flight of steps.


Chapter 29

RUBE TESTS THE GATES

“So now what?” Hank voiced what they were all thinking. “Are you going to go get Freya?”

“I don’t know about getting Freya,” Rube answered, “but I do need to get out of this city so I can contact the others and find out what’s happened. I’m assuming I’ll be able to pass back out the main gates unharmed.”

“What if you can’t?” Martha asked in a trembling voice.

“I don’t see any other choice. If I remain here, I am as blind as you.”

They discussed at length what their options were, and the following morning they put their plan into action.

[image: image]

They woke at the first bell, picked up their rations before the second (which they shared with Rube), and made their way down to the city gate by the third. There they joined a large group of people and, under the direction of several Guards, they made their way towards the gate.

Thomas, Martha, and Jack made sure they stuck together, but off to one side. In actual fact, Rube was close behind Thomas, with his hand on his shoulder, but he made only himself invisible. Jack was behind Rube, making sure that nobody accidentally brushed against him.

As they walked briskly towards the gate, Rube’s heart was pounding. He was still not sure whether he would be able to pass through unharmed. What if it only works when I’m sleeping? he wondered. But he had to go through with it—it would be too risky trying to extricate himself now.

He entered the gloomy tunnel that led out, under the city wall. It was not long before they reached the wall that barred their way, but for a series of small doors, each one only large enough to admit a single person at a time. Pressing close to Thomas, with Jack not far behind him, Rube stepped into the opening … and nothing happened. They were through. Rube breathed a sigh of relief.

Once outside the city gates and over the drawbridge, Rube simply stepped away from Thomas. Not making a sound, he slipped off the road and melted away into the countryside.

He travelled about an hour, parallel to the towering, impenetrable wall of the Golden City, until he was well out of sight and hearing of any human being. He knew that this area would be deserted from when he had attempted to find an alternative entry to the city—what, was it only five days ago? He shook his head, then hunkered down amongst the tall corn stalks and fished out his talking stone.

First of all, he tried contacting Saff, but without luck. Next, he tried Paz, then Thyst, and even Freya, but no one was answering. It was extremely frustrating, but there was nothing he could do about it. He would try again later. He lay down, rolled himself in his robes and dozed off almost immediately


Chapter 30

TYRELIA

They wasted no time. Setting Freya down—it was too dangerous to attempt to climb down the stairs with Freya on his back—Paz descended.

Freya paused at the top of the cliff and listened intently. Nothing. Her anxiety melted away, to be replaced by a throb of excitement. At last! Here is the long-lost Path to Tyrelia! She turned and concentrated on climbing down the stairs.

The steps were hewn into the side of the cliff and descended steeply. They were barely visible from the top, even when standing directly above them. What with that and the dense foliage concealing the Chasm from Andor, no wonder the Path remained hidden, Freya thought. The stairs were narrow and crumbling, a low wall the only thing preventing them from toppling into the Chasm. Each of the companions needed both hands to balance themselves. Thus, neither Paz nor Thyst were able to maintain contact with Freya. While Paz, ahead of her, and Thyst, behind her, remained invisible, for Freya, the gloomy shadow of the Chasm was her only concealment.

Down, down, down they climbed. It got darker and colder. They slowed, moving more by feel than by sight. Every now and then, Freya would look back up, but still there was no sign of pursuit. Just as she was beginning to think that they had foiled the Guards, there was a triumphant cry. A row of Guards was peering over the lip of the Chasm. They too, had discovered the Path.

Paz and Thyst had also seen them. “Hurry!” Thyst hissed over her shoulder.

They picked up their pace, but the stairs were not conducive to speed, and they had to be careful.

Suddenly, Paz announced, “A bridge!”

It was extremely narrow. Without rails. Over an extremely deep Chasm. There was a decent-sized landing at the base, and the companions stepped gratefully on to it, glad to be done with the stairs.

“Are you all right?” Paz asked.

Freya nodded.

“Good. Thyst, you go first, then Freya. I’ll bring up the rear.”

Thyst brushed past Freya, and stepped onto the bridge.

“Freya, we can’t hold on to you to keep you invisible while we cross. We’ll need our arms for balance. And worse, we might end up overbalancing each other,” Paz added apologetically.

A few moments passed before Paz murmured in her ear, “Right, Freya. Off you go.”

Freya shuffled up to the start of the bridge. It was awfully narrow. As she looked down into the plunging depths of the Chasm, her heart plummeted and she almost lost courage. But an image of beautiful, bright Tyrelia flashed into her mind, and strength coursed through her. Plucking up her courage, she stepped onto the bridge.

“Where are you?” she called to Thyst.

“I’m right here.” Thyst’s voice floated out of the dimness ahead of her.

“Paz?” she queried, over her shoulder.

“Right here behind you, Freya!” he said softly.

Encouraged, Freya walked slowly out onto the bridge, arms stretched either side of her for balance. It was the scariest thing she had done in her life. She managed to look at her feet without looking at the long drop beneath. Her heart thumped in her chest, but she bit down on her lower lip and focused on placing one foot cautiously in front of the other.

“One. Two. One. Two,” she muttered under her breath.

Time stood still.

Slowly, carefully, she took one step at a time. Was she even half-way yet?

“Paz?” Her voice wavered.

“Right behind you Freya. You’re doing great.”

She didn’t feel great. In fact, her thigh muscles started to quiver and her hands wobbled. She stopped and squatted down on the bridge, placing her hands flat. “I can’t go any further,” she whispered, screwing her eyes shut.

Paz’s voice drifted from behind her. “Freya, you’re going to have to keep moving. I don’t want to alarm you, but the Guards have found the Path, too. They’re coming down the stairs.”

She didn’t dare look around, but she mustered her courage and stood up. Fixing her gaze on the far side of the Chasm, she kept moving. Slowly but surely, she edged her way forwards. Not far now. Ten paces from the end … Five paces … Two paces … Finally, she stepped on to the platform at the far side. Overcome with relief, she turned to look back the way she had come, sinking to her knees as she did so.

Her face crumpled, her mouth dropped open and her eyes became as big as saucers. An arrow was whistling directly towards her chest. Thyst must’ve seen it at the same moment.

“Look out!” she cried.

But Freya was rooted to the spot. She could see that one Guard had reached the opposite platform, and in his hands, he held a large bow. Then everything happened in slow motion. The arrow flew straight towards her, but she couldn’t move. And then it simply stopped in midair. At that instant Paz became visible, a look of disbelief on his face, his hand clutching at his chest where the tip of the arrow protruded. And slowly, slowly, he crumpled in a heap and toppled off the bridge into the depths of the Chasm.

“NO!” Freya screamed.

The sound echoed across the void, multiplying the horrified cry. Thyst grabbed Freya roughly by the arm, and shook her, hissing, “Climb, girl! Climb!”

Nodding dumbly, unable to think, Freya did as she was told.

The Guard who had shot the arrow stared dumbfounded, unable to comprehend how his intended target had escaped and another had materialised at the last minute. As she scrambled up the stairs, Freya, glanced back just in time to see how Thyst took advantage of his lapse of attention. She had strung her own bow and now loosed an arrow back at him. Her aim was true. As he stood, still staring at the spot where Paz had fallen to his death, her arrow struck him in the neck, and he followed Paz into the depths.

Other Guards were now arriving on the platform, and shot arrows wildly across the Chasm. But Thyst was invisible, and they missed their target. At a command, they stopped their reckless shooting. Another barked command, and a Guard obediently stepped onto the bridge. But before he had taken a second step, he toppled off the bridge with a cry, gripping the arrow that Thyst had aimed at his chest. Two more Guards fell prey to Thyst’s arrows before they realised what had happened. The remainder fell back, huddling behind the low wall.

They waited. Freya kept scrambling upwards. One minute. Two minutes. Then one Guard, slowly, cautiously stepped out to the bridge. He stood for a moment, peering across to the platform on the other side. Then his eyes travelled up the staircase and settled on Freya. As he raised his bow to take aim, an arrow whistled out of the darkness and struck him in the stomach. He toppled slowly off the bridge into the void. A murmur of dismay rose from the five remaining Guards, and they drew back again to the base of the stairway.

After a moment’s conferral, they turned and climbed back up the staircase. Thyst, from her invisible perch, breathed a sigh of relief. She was just about to turn away herself, when, to her surprise, the Guard in the lead suddenly jumped off the stairway, and fell to his death. The Guard immediately behind him followed the first, screaming as he went. It was a moment before Thyst realised. They weren’t jumping. They were being pushed. She smiled with joy. Saff had come to the rescue.

The remaining three Guards had witnessed with horror the apparent suicide of their comrades. In panic, the first one turned and tried to head back down the stairway, but his comrades were too slow and were blocking his way. As he pushed and shoved, the middle Guard lost his balance and tumbled headlong into the Chasm. Moments later, an invisible force dispatched the remaining Guards, hurling them to their deaths.

Thyst, allowing herself to become visible, called out, “Safe, Freya! Brother Saff is come!”

Sure enough, within seconds, Saff appeared on the landing on the far side of the Chasm. Perched halfway up the stairway on the other side, Freya turned with a huge grin on her face and waved to him.

It did not take long for the two remaining Watchers to reach Freya. It was a happy reunion, but a narrow staircase is not a practical place for hugs. The companions made their way to the top of the stairway. Freya crawled over the lip of the cliff and collapsed gratefully on the grass at the top. Every muscle was shaking from the exertion of the climb, and no matter how much she wanted to simply dash into Tyrelia, she just didn’t have the energy.

The others joined her, throwing themselves, exhausted, onto the ground beside her. They all lay there for a moment, panting. The sun was setting and they were bathed in a deep orange light.

Freya was the first to sit up. She stared at Tyrelia, drinking in its beauty Grinning at the others, she said, “Well, here we are. Tyrelia at last.”

“Oh, yes!” Saff exclaimed, sitting up and spinning around. Thyst stood up, facing Tyrelia expectantly.

Saff looked at the Wall, then stared at Freya in confusion. He put his hand out in front of him and stepped towards it. One step. Two steps. Then his hand touched solid stone. He drew his hand back and struck the Wall hard with his fist. It made a dull thudding noise. He turned to Freya, about to ask a question, but his mouth dropped open in amazement instead. For Freya, also, had stepped towards the Wall. One step. Two steps. And then she stepped straight through it and disappeared into Tyrelia.

“How did she do that?” Saff demanded in amazement.

“I don’t know,” Thyst admitted, “but the first time we saw the Wall this side of the mountain … well, Freya hasn’t been able to see it: only Tyrelia.” Thyst shook her head. “I just don’t understand why.” She turned her back to the Wall and slid down until she was sitting, leaning against it. Saff did the same.

“You know, it’s rude to talk about me when I’m right here.” Freya appeared out of the Wall not far from them.

Saff leapt back to his feet and grabbed Freya in a bear hug. “You, you … how did you do that?”

“No idea,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.

“Do you think it would work if you held our hands?”

“Let’s try it.” She took Saff’s hand with her left hand and stepped through the Wall.

Saff watched as she disappeared, first her right arm, her head her body, then her left arm … then stopped. She was stuck with his hand against the stone.

She came back out, shaking her head ruefully.

“Well, I’m calling Rube,” he announced, fishing out his stone, “and don’t you go anywhere!” He pushed his finger sternly into Freya’s chest.

When Rube’s features solidified within the ghostly glow, Saff got straight to the point. “We’ve found the Path, and Freya can pass through the Wall!”

“Praise the Land! Are you all going to Tyrelia then?” Rube wanted to know.

Saff’s face fell. “No,” he said sadly. “Rube, Paz is dead—shot by Guards. We have killed them all—but Thyst and I cannot pass through the Wall. We don’t know why.”

“Is Freya still with you?” Rube wanted to know.

“She is,” Saff confirmed.

“Tell her I have found her family and they are all well.”

There was a moment’s interruption when the communication was abruptly cut out. When they resumed their conversation, Rube demanded, “What was that all about?”

Saff was laughing. “Sorry, Rube. Freya was so happy when she heard about her family that she hugged me and I dropped the stone—thank the Land it didn’t bounce and end up in the Chasm!”

Rube chuckled. ‘Well, that’s good. As I was saying, I’ve managed to get in and out of the Golden City. It would appear that our Tyrelian blood is immune to the Golden City gates. However, my stone doesn’t work inside. We still have a few things to figure out. Saff, where is Freya?”

Saff pointed behind his left shoulder.

Rube directed his gaze to where Saff had pointed, even though he couldn’t see her. “Freya, I have something to tell you. I’ve only just found out myself, although I’ve suspected it for some time.” He cleared his throat. “You know how your natural mother was from Yaw? Well, she was my wife. I’m your father!”

Freya clapped her hands to her mouth. Then she spun around, grabbed Thyst in a massive hug and cried out joyfully, “Rube’s my father! Rube’s my father! I have two fathers now!”

Thyst clutched on to the hysterical Freya, laughing, the joy contagious.

Saff was laughing too, and told Rube, “She’s happy about that.” When they had calmed down, Rube asked to speak to Freya directly.

“Freya,” he said gently, “you’re the only one who can get into Tyrelia. Are you ready for another quest?”
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