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1. DISTANT LIGHTS

The school bell rang loud and long before the din came to an abrupt stop, followed by a brief silence and the boisterous cheers of students. This was the sound of the Easter holidays beginning. No homework for weeks. No demanding teachers telling you off. No more ‘Tuck in your shirt’ or ‘Pull up your socks’ or ‘Get your grammar right’. Just the simple joy of well-earned rest and relaxation.

Hugo and his twelve-year-old twin sister Kitty said goodbye to their friends at the school gate and started their walk home together. It was a warm day, with only a slight breeze drifting through the London plane trees that lined the streets, as the two of them traipsed along, feeling freedom in their feet.

‘Just think,’ Hugo said excitedly, ‘tomorrow, we’ll be going to Australia for three weeks of sun, sipping ice-cold drinks by the pool, exploring the countryside, eating like kings –’

‘And queens,’ Kitty said, grandly sweeping her hair off her shoulders, and flashing a smile to an imagined crowd.

‘Let’s not forget our cycling competitions,’ Hugo added, though he suddenly wished he hadn’t.

‘Oh, yes, those little competitions,’ Kitty said in a casual tone. She knew full well that Hugo had been left reeling since their last family holiday. He had always ridden faster than his sister, except that in the spring she’d beaten him, not once, but twice, in uphill races. And it wasn’t just Kitty who had reached the goal first; his parents had also left him in their wake.

‘Try not to let Mum and Dad beat you on this holiday, please,’ Kitty urged. ‘I can’t even bear to imagine your humiliation.’

‘Riding is one thing, but running is another,’ Hugo said, a hidden agenda up his sleeve. ‘Race you home. GO!’

No sooner had the words left his mouth than Hugo took off like a rocket, his schoolbag bouncing on his shoulders as he took giant strides to get ahead of his sister. Kitty, however, had cottoned on as soon as he had called the race, and she wasn’t going to be left behind. She was shorter, but she had boundless energy, and she was right at her brother’s heels, her legs blurring with frenzied motion.

They flew past house after house, at one point narrowly avoiding a collision with a postman on his afternoon round, who leaned backwards with his mailbag in the nick of time. A few houses later the twins skirted awkwardly around an elderly lady wheeling a shopping trolley, prompting a breathless apology from the runners, and further down the road Hugo was forced to duck under an overhanging branch, slowing his pace while his sister passed neatly beneath. They sped around a corner and onto their street, taking care to avoid tripping as they swerved a hard left.

They were so fixated on the end goal that they forgot the yapping dog that lived at the next house. Spotting the children and loving nothing more than a good chase, the dog raced alongside the fence while barking angrily at the runners, startling the siblings who were panting heavily as their house came into view. The sight lifted their spirits, and it was Kitty who started up the driveway first. Just as she reached the short run of steps that led to the front door, Hugo came level with his sister and both racers leapt the stairs in one swift move, simultaneously slapping the door with a mighty smack.

‘Yessssss!’ Hugo yelled. ‘Victory is mine!’

‘No way!’ Kitty wailed. ‘My hand touched the door first, it was so obvious.’

As they continued to debate, the door opened and their mother, Sophie, appeared.

‘Hi, Mum,’ Kitty said. ‘Hugo was just cheating in a race again. Such sour grapes after all those bike races last holiday.’

‘Hugo, you’re too old for all this cheating nonsense,’ their mother teased. ‘Just admit your sister is faster than you.’

Hugo knew his mother was being funny, and laughed it off good-naturedly.

‘I’m sure to get my own back in Australia,’ Hugo said, before turning to his sister and fixing a stare in her direction,

‘These eyes don’t lie.’

‘Right back at you, brother,’ Kitty said dismissively.

Both Hugo and Kitty had been born with heterochromia, a very rare condition that bestows a person with two different coloured eyes. In their case, they each had one hazel and one blue eye, which had given them more than their fair share of headaches. Their first experiences at nursery and school had been painful, as they were teased mercilessly by other children. It wasn’t long, however, before they developed a quick wit to fend off the cruel remarks, and soon found friends who admired them for it. Aside from the heterochromia, the twins didn’t look all that similar. Hugo’s hair was fair like their mum’s, while Kitty’s was dark like their dad’s; Hugo was tall, whereas Kitty was shorter than average; and Hugo’s nose was round and flat, in contrast, his sister’s was small and slightly pointy.

The twins’ father, Edward, soon arrived home so they could finish their packing and enjoy a relaxed meal before their flight the next day.

At the end of dinner, Sophie shared some pictures of their holiday home. ‘I printed this off the internet to show you where we’ll be staying,’ she said.

The photos revealed an elegant Victorian stone building, an impressive structure, double-fronted and standing at two stories high, with shuttered windows and a white painted door. A brick wall wound its way around the house and its considerable garden, with lots of outdoor space and bushland beyond.

‘Pretty grand, right?’ Sophie said. ‘I know we won’t be near the sea, but this place will be great for just taking it easy. You can see here, the name carved above the door – Villa Ainsworth.’

The family peered in closer to get a look.

‘The Ainsworths made their money out of gold mines and sheep farming, they built this home and lived here for generations before packing up in the ‘60s and moving out very suddenly, according to the letting agency that owns it.’

‘It looks very nice, Mum,’ Kitty said. ‘Isn’t there also a pool?’

Sophie showed them more pictures, and everyone was suitably impressed by the size of the swimming pool positioned at the back of the house.

‘The closest village is about twenty minutes’ walk away, and the house comes with bikes we can use, but other than that, there’s no one else around,’ Sophie said.

‘What about this place?’ Hugo asked, pointing to another building that was visible in the last picture.

‘Well, technically, yes, there is someone else around – Mr Aubin. The agency mentioned him. He’s a long-term tenant in the nearby cottage, elderly and retired, keeps very much to himself apparently. We may not even see him.’

Sophie tapped the picture with her index finger. ‘Looking at this photo, you can get a sense of the distance between our house and Mr Aubin’s, it must be a kilometre at least. In any case, he may turn out to be a friendly neighbour.’

The twins looked again at the picture of Mr Aubin’s cottage. It was a single-storey building, long and rectangular, surrounded by an ugly, spiked metal fence.

‘As long as Mr Aubin doesn’t mind the sound of Hugo crying after losing all our races,’ Kitty said.

‘Ha,’ Hugo laughed sarcastically.

‘Here’s to your mum for finding this terrific place for our holiday,’ Edward said festively, offering his glass up to clink with the others.

After the long flight from London, the family drove for a few hours until they arrived at the holiday home at dusk, exhausted and delighted in equal measure to have reached their destination. Everyone took some luggage and made their way through the gate and into the front garden, which was dominated by a hardy looking lemon tree and a wooden arbour covered in ruby red roses.

‘Just listen to the birdsong,’ Kitty said.

They all stopped moving. The air was filled with a variety of birds singing and warbling a steady stream of complex conversations and melodies. Kitty was particularly entranced. She had been interested in birds for as long as she could remember. As soon as she had started mimicking sounds as a baby, birds were centre stage, despite how badly her first melodies came out. Once she could draw, it was all about birds, revelling in the details and giving her subjects abundant feathery wings and enormous beaks. Her parents had given Kitty her first book of birds at the age of four, and it was quickly well-worn with constant study, the pages dog-eared and creased, with ticks dutifully scribbled to mark the different species she had spotted.

Edward could sense Kitty’s thoughts, declaring, ‘It will be great to go hiking round the hills and do a spot of birdwatching, but first let’s check out the house.’

The family went indoors and started exploring, opening up the shutters to let the light in as they moved from room to room. Hugo immediately spotted the upright piano in the corner of the lounge. It was a fairly tired-looking instrument, but with all its keys in working order, and plenty of sheet music stacked on top.

‘You can get some practice in while we’re here,’ Edward said.

Hugo was a talented pianist and was even toying with the idea that perhaps one day he could become a professional musician. He walked to the piano and leafed through some of the music, the dust from the paper marking his fingers as he played the notes in his mind.

There were bedrooms on the second storey, and after their designations had been agreed, Hugo looked out from his window to take in the view. Beyond the garden, fields stretched, with bushes and occasional trees eventually replaced by dense forest as the land steepened into a high hill. In the distance, to the right of the villa, he could see a light on in their neighbour’s property.

Kitty entered his room. ‘I see you have the same brass bedhead,’ she remarked. ‘Awesome views, aren’t they?’

Hugo nodded. ‘Did you see Mr Aubin’s house up there on the right? Looks like he must be in.’

Hugo kept looking at the cottage, his eyes drawn to the ugly metal fence topped with spikes that snaked around the property.

‘That place looks a little strange,’ he said. ‘That fence… what’s he trying to protect? Doesn’t exactly look like a palace that needs guarding.’

Kitty drew her arms up and spread her fingers out wide like claws, cackling like a witch, ‘Looks can be deceiving.’

‘You’re weird,’ Hugo said, rolling his eyes.

‘Maybe he’s got something really valuable there. You could go over and find out. You never know, he might want a protégé in the fence-building business.’

Heading back downstairs, the twins found their parents standing outside and looking forlornly at the pool.

‘I’m sorry, I think you guys are going to be a bit disappointed,’ their mum said dolefully.

The twins looked at the pool. The water, which only came halfway up the tiles, was an unhealthy green, with algae coating the walls and a brown murkiness swirling around the bottom.

‘Oh, man!’ Kitty wailed. ‘Clearly, the picture on the net was taken some ago.’

Hugo threw his arms up in despair.

‘Clearly, you two don’t know lucky you are,’ Sophie said crossly. ‘There are loads of things to do besides swim. Some people never even get to take a holiday.’

The twins felt a sting of shame, and both avoided eye contact with their mother in the silence that followed.

‘Let’s not worry about it,’ Sophie said, ‘I’ll call the agents and see if they can get someone around to clean it up. I’m sure you’ll be enjoying it before too long.’

Kitty and Hugo eyed each other doubtfully.

‘There’s nothing like a good meal to cheer everybody up,’ Edward declared, ‘so let’s eat in the village this evening. Apparently there’s terrific food at the pub.’

Everyone was relieved to see four bicycles in good condition in the shed beside the house, prompting Edward to praise the trustworthy online description of the villa. The ride gave them all a decent appetite when they arrived in the pretty village that clustered around a group of outsized Victorian buildings. They sat down in the buzzing, friendly pub, where they feasted until their bellies were full, topping off their meals with a pavlova dessert of fluffy meringue, summer berries and cream.

Arriving back at the villa under a bright moon, Sophie praised everyone for battling jet lag so successfully, and suggested that it was now time for everyone to turn in. Hugo and Kitty, feeling their eyelids nodding heavily, were happy to comply.

Before closing his curtains, Hugo looked out of his window and up the hill to Mr Aubin’s house. He could see the lights still on, though this time he could also hear the distant sounds of banging coming from the property. It was particularly noticeable because the night was otherwise so still.

As Hugo was pondering what their neighbour could be doing at this time in the evening, his sister entered the room.

‘Given the colour of the pool, do you think the water’s safe to drink?’ she asked. ‘I’m just about to brush my teeth.’

Still watching the house, Hugo replied absently, ‘Yeah, you do that.’

Kitty briefly studied her brother’s face, before joining him in peering out the window.

‘You really have to see someone about this obsession, Hugo. There’s a guy in yonder house with a light on, big whoop.’

‘What do you think that clanging sound is?’

‘I don’t know, he’s probably watching TV with the volume turned up.’

‘Don’t be daft, he’s too far away.’

‘Maybe he’s building yet another fence to protect his crown jewels.’

‘I just think there’s something fishy about that place,’ Hugo mused.

They were busy pondering the house when suddenly the cottage lit up, like a flash of lightning discharging within, as if every bulb was miraculously liberated by the power of electricity. Besides the light, the twins could hear the sound of music playing loudly, something classical. Hugo and Kitty watched the display in fascination.

‘Eureka!’ shouted a distant voice in ecstasy. ‘It worked!’

‘What on earth just happened?’ Kitty said. ‘That must be Mr Aubin. He may be old, but he’s got a good strong voice.’

‘The question is, what was it that ‘worked’?’ Hugo wondered.
 
Before Kitty could hazard a guess, the lights in the house and the music abruptly turned off just as swiftly as they had fired up, and everything fell silent and dark.

The scent of oven-baked croissants drifted upstairs, the buttery aroma blissfully waking Hugo and Kitty from their slumber. Still in their pyjamas, they descended the stairs to see croissants nestled in a brown wicker basket beside a selection of jams.

‘I see by your PJs that you’re already in holiday mode. Great to see,’ Edward said, smiling at his children. ‘I just picked these up at the village bakery, let’s tuck in.’

Over breakfast, Hugo and Kitty explained to their parents what they had seen coming from Mr Aubin’s house. Their mother suggested it could have just been a power surge, though Hugo asked pointedly why anyone would celebrate a power surge the way their neighbour did.

‘Maybe he was happy that the house lit up like that,’ Sophie said.

‘He already had a light on,’ Hugo replied.

‘Yes, but maybe the whole house going bright was a jolly moment for him. You know, like the lights on a Christmas tree.’

‘But why all the banging?’ Hugo asked between mouthfuls of pastry.

‘Maybe the lights had failed in all the other rooms except the one he was using, and he was trying to fix the problem, until he got the result he was seeking.’

‘I guess so,’ Hugo contemplated.

‘Perhaps you and Kitty could go over to Mr Aubin’s today to ask if everything’s all right. It might be nice to get to know our only neighbour.’

‘I suppose there’s no harm in going to say hello,’ Hugo agreed.

‘You could go and see if he’d like one of our croissants.’

‘Count me in,’ Kitty chimed.

‘While you’re away, I’ll try to find someone to come and fix the pool,’ Sophie said, eliciting appreciative smiles from the twins.

After breakfast, Hugo and Kitty strolled through the field to Mr Aubin’s house, Hugo carrying a still-warm croissant in a brown paper bag. The bright sunshine intensified the yellow glow of the grasses at their feet, in contrast with the azure sky and the fragmented, wispy clouds dotted overhead.

As they walked up the hill, birds darted in and out among the grasses. Kitty recognised an eastern yellow robin and pointed it out to her brother.

She couldn’t contain her enthusiasm. ‘This place is going to be terrific for birdwatching,’ she said, before adding ruefully, ‘I just realised I forgot to bring the binoculars from home.’

Arriving at Mr Aubin’s, the pair was confronted by the metal fence, its intimidating barbed wire running along the top hardly a welcoming sight. The dwelling was a simple farmhouse made of grey stone like the villa, though significantly smaller. It would have looked pretty, had it not been for the fence.

The twins found the steel gate to be locked, and since there was no bell, Hugo decided to bang on the frame, which clanged loudly with every stroke of his hand.

‘Don’t bang too hard,’ Kitty urged, as Hugo raised his fist to strike for a third bout. ‘You don’t want to make him cross.’

Hugo carried on as politely as he could, rapping out a rhythm with a gentler tap of his palm.

‘Shhhh! Not so loud!’ Kitty whispered. ‘That sounds like a machine gun. It should be more like this.’

She took over, hammering out a quieter rat-a-tat-tat with her knuckles.

‘You may not have liked my knocking, but you didn’t wait long enough for him to come out,’ Hugo argued.

‘Whatever, it looks like he’s coming now.’ Kitty pointed to a transparent glass pane beside the front door, where a shadow could be seen moving inside.

The twins waited expectantly for the door to open, but the shadow stopped moving behind the glass.

‘Mr Aubin, my name is Kitty,’ the girl called. ‘This is my brother, Hugo. We wanted to say hello.’The door remained shut.

‘We’re staying in the villa with our parents for a few weeks. It seemed a good idea to come and meet you, being neighbours and, well, we heard you last night –’

‘You’re just rambling now,’ Hugo interrupted.

Kitty ignored him and spoke up. ‘Last night, we saw a flash of light coming from your house, and we wanted to check you’re OK and –’

A lock turned suddenly and the door opened. Mr Aubin stood there on the threshold. He was an elderly man, as they had expected, short and stocky, his wizened face topped with thin crops of unkempt, feathery hairs. Some of the white strands were quite long and seemed to live lives of their own, blowing about in the breeze like threads of spiderweb.

Aubin looked at the children with piercing brown eyes.

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ he said brusquely.

‘We’re staying at Villa Ainsworth,’ Hugo replied, ‘I’m Hugo and this is my sister, Kitty. Our parents are –’

‘Let me stop you there,’ Mr Aubin interjected. ‘I am a very private person, and I don’t like to be disturbed. What you saw last night was a power outage, so turn around and kindly return to the villa, thank you.’ With that, the old man slammed the door shut.

Kitty and Hugo were left standing, gobsmacked. They could hear their neighbour, his footsteps growing fainter from inside his house, whistling a steady stream of high-pitched notes like a songbird. They couldn’t help thinking how incongruous the lovely tune seemed after his angry behaviour.

‘That was something else,’ Hugo said, staring dead ahead. ‘He didn’t even wait for us to say goodbye.’

‘You can’t say we didn’t try,’ Kitty said. ‘That whistle of his sounds very like the call of a chaffinch. Really tough to do that so well.’

‘You are such a bird nerd,’ Hugo said with exasperation. ‘Come on, race you back to the villa. Winner gets to eat Aubin’s croissant.’

Hugo was off down the hill, with Kitty tearing after him.

Two days later, the morning started with overcast weather, intermittent spots of rain falling gloomily from a grey sky. Sophie had found someone to fix the pool, but it was going to be at least a few days before that would happen. The twins consoled themselves that at least the melancholic weather wasn’t interrupting a sunlit swim.

The circumstances justified Hugo returning to piano practice, especially since there was ample music to choose from. Seeing Hugo browsing through the music, Kitty decided it was time to leave the house, suggesting to her parents that the three of them could go and explore the village and have lunch.

‘You’ll be OK on your own while we go to the village, won’t you, Hugo?’ Sophie asked.

‘Of course,’ Hugo replied. ‘Don’t forget to bring me something nice for lunch.’

The great stack of manuscripts revealed a huge selection of music from the giants of classical piano, as well as folk and popular songs from bygone eras, though there didn’t seem to be anything beyond the early ‘60s. That explains the dust, Hugo thought. He found a piano arrangement of Bizet’s Carmen, and put his sight reading to the test, enjoying his run through the famous operatic melodies. The scruffy piano was somewhat out of tune, but had a surprisingly good sound.

There were a number of works by composers Hugo had never heard of. One book in particular caught his eye. The cover showed a sketch of a robin flying to a nest of baby birds. The robin held a worm gingerly in its mouth to present to its eager offspring. In a flamboyant typeface on the front cover were written the following words: Anthologie du chant des oiseaux.

Hugo translated the words, saying aloud: ‘An anthology of birdsongs.’

The composer’s name was underneath: Edgard Dessiaen. The music had clearly been played many times, evidenced by the numerous tears and pencilled notes throughout the score. He leafed through the weighty album. Hugo could see that the pieces represented different bird calls, often with two placed together like a duet. His French was pretty decent, and he could make out some of the bird names, which were written only in French: blackbird, robin, nightingale… Pinson des arbres, he thought and smiled at the memory of the French word for chaffinch. He remembered it because the first time he had heard it was spoken by a girl he fancied in class. Now he had the more recent memory of Mr Aubin whistling like a chaffinch only yesterday, shortly after he’d slammed his front door.

Hugo turned to a piece called ‘The robin and the chaffinch’ and studied it carefully. It quickly became apparent that it was a very complex work; there were lots of difficult harmonies and complicated chords, frequent shifts in key signatures and accidentals surfacing in the most unlikely of places. He was most struck by a touching handwritten note on the edge of the page: ‘Remember me always. Love, LA.’

Hugo started playing the piece through, slowly at first, to familiarise himself and make sure he could confidently tackle the difficult chords. It seemed quite abstract and was certainly challenging, but eventually he felt that he could hear the intermingling voices of the two birds as his hands swept over the keyboard.

At length, he imagined himself on a famous concert stage, every seat in the house was full. They’d come to see Hugo play, and tonight was a world premiere. Hugo was committed to representing the work as best he could. He pictured Dessiaen sitting on the end of the aisle midway up the hall; a balding man in his late fifties, he was wearing a dark suit and smiling nervously in anticipation of Hugo’s performance.

A deep breath and Hugo was ready.

He played the work through as if the audience were attentively listening to a brand-new piece, one that they had eagerly come to hear. The more he played, the more magical it sounded, the notes expressively rising and falling, ending on a succession of fading chords, as the birds fly away together.

A moment’s silence as the last notes drift away and the crowd erupts in thunderous applause. Hugo beckons Dessiaen onto the stage to share in the bows, feeling a surge of triumph as the adulations roll like waves over them.

The doorbell rang, and shaken out of his fantasy, Hugo walked to the front door, opening it to reveal a visitor: Mr Aubin. Hugo was taken aback to see the old man standing on the doorstep, and he feared that his playing had disturbed their neighbour.

Hugo’s anxieties dissipated when Aubin managed a sort of half-smile, telling the boy, ‘That was terrific,’ before adding wistfully, ‘I happened to be passing by and…well, I haven’t heard that piece played on a piano for many years. Thank you.’

‘Thank you for saying so,’ Hugo replied. ‘If I’d known I’d had an audience, I would have played even better,’ he joked.

‘Where did you get the music from? Did you bring it with you from England?’ Mr Aubin said.

Seeing Hugo’s look of surprise, Aubin added, ‘I worked it out – from your accent.’

‘No, the music was here, gathering dust on top of the piano. I don’t know how long it’s been since it was played, but the piano could do with a bit of a tune up. Still, the old beast plays pretty well, all things considered.’

‘So, they didn’t take the music with them,’ Mr Aubin said quietly.

‘Who didn’t take the music with them?’ Hugo asked.

‘Oh, no one,’ Mr Aubin said absently. ‘It’s not an easy piece, really incredible playing for one so young. And what is your name?’

‘Hugo. We met two days ago.’

‘Of course. Please forgive my rudeness that day, I was deeply involved in my work and I am…’ Aubin paused to find the words, ‘I am wary of strangers, but it seems from our recent conversation that you know who I am.’

‘That’s right, the agent for the villa told us your name. And don’t worry about the other day – I know what it’s like to feel irritated when you’re engrossed in something and you’re suddenly interrupted.’

That sounded all wrong.

‘I didn’t mean that you –’

‘I know you didn’t,’ Mr Aubin laughed good-naturedly.
 
Hugo gestured with an open hand. ‘Would you like to come in?’

‘Not at the moment, thank you, but I would be very pleased to hear you play again some time. By way of apology, I’d like to invite you and your sister for cake at my house tomorrow. Can you come in the afternoon, say, three o’clock?’

‘Sounds great. Until tomorrow, Mr Aubin.’

‘You can call me Lucas.’

‘Until tomorrow then, Lucas.’

‘Goodbye, Hugo.’

With that, the elderly man turned and walked away, waving to Hugo in farewell.

Arriving at Lucas’s gate with his sister the following day, Hugo knocked lightly, and this time their neighbour was quick to open his door.

‘Hello again, and this time a proper welcome! Come in, please,’ the old man beamed.

Kitty was flabbergasted and Hugo cast her a knowing look. Lucas seemed like a different person – the moody ogre replaced by a friendly host.

Lucas invited the twins to make themselves at home while he fetched the cake from the kitchen. The cosy living room was filled with bookshelves wherever they could be erected – along walls, over the door, under the windows, and perched precariously above a well-loved deep green sofa. The twins noticed a staggering diversity of books, leather-bound folios with gold lettering jostled for space with hardbacks preserved in their dust jackets and a myriad of colourful paperbacks.

The room was home to a number of curios that Lucas had collected and displayed on shelves and the mantle above the fireplace: African tribal masks, Chinese porcelain,Venetian glassware, enamelled boxes and cigar humidors from out of the past. Despite all the ephemera, there was a sense of order in the room, with everything seeming to have its proper place, the books carefully categorised and alphabetised like those in a library.

Kitty walked to the sideboard underneath the windows, which was covered in stones of different shapes and sizes. Besides the stones, the sideboard had pieces of glass, samples of metal and plenty of tiny mirrors. In contrast to the neatness of the rest of the room, this table seemed more experimental, more like a jumble of ideas.

Lucas returned to the living room after a few minutes, bringing with him a large blueberry tart, a teapot, cups and saucers, and a jug filled with ice and lemon.

‘That looks delicious,’ Kitty said, already tasting the pastry in her mind.

‘Always a bit nerve-racking trying out a new recipe,’ Lucas replied. ‘Take a seat and let’s have a go.’

Hugo and Kitty sat side by side on the couch, while Lucas brought in a chair for himself from the kitchen.

‘Terrific cake,’ Kitty declared, after sampling a hearty mouthful.

Lucas smiled a thank you, as Kitty dived in for more.

‘You’ve got a whole library in here,’ Hugo declared.

‘Yes, a library covering many different subjects, things that fascinate me and some things that relate to the kind of work I used to do.’

‘What was your job?’ Hugo asked.

‘I used to be an engineer. At first, I worked for big oil companies, but I became more and more interested in the power of solar.’

‘It does seem a pretty obvious thing to make more use of the sun when the environmental situation is so terrible,’ Kitty said. ‘We should be using the gifts that Mother Nature has given us without pumping out loads of CO2.’ Her passion was rising, and so was her voice. ‘It upsets me that more effort hasn’t been put into clean, renewable energy. We’ve got to get serious about this right now.’

‘Kitty is quite passionate about these things,’ Hugo said almost apologetically.

‘I couldn’t agree with you more, Kitty,’ Lucas said.

‘Sorry for raising my voice. It’s just that I do feel strongly about it – I also feel pretty powerless. Ever since I was a little kid, I’ve loved animals, especially birds, and now that I know more about the way the planet’s heading, it makes me want to do something to stop the madness, but at the same time, I feel despair.’

‘Like you, I have been fascinated by birds for many years. Luckily, these parts are blessed with some incredible bird life.’

‘The wildlife was a real drawcard for the family to come and visit here,’ Kitty said. ‘Did you know the people who used to live in Villa Ainsworth?’

‘I didn’t really know them,’ Lucas replied almost dismissively.

‘They left decades ago, and the house lay dormant for ages, until I guess the owners sold it to that holiday letting agency. I mostly keep to myself. I still have my work.’

‘Do you still work then?’ asked Hugo.

‘Well, I tinker about every now and then,’ Lucas replied.

‘Does it have anything to do with all the lights coming on suddenly? That happened on our first night here.’

‘Something like that,’ he murmured, before changing the subject. ‘Would you like to come on a birdwatching trip with me? I know all the best places.’

‘That would be terrific,’ Kitty cried. ‘I don’t suppose you have any binoculars?’

‘Of course, I have more than one pair.’

‘Sounds awesome.’

‘Let me show you both some of the photos I’ve taken,’ Lucas said, opening up a large photo album to reveal a treasure trove of birds inside.

‘These are amazing,’ Kitty said. ‘Have you ever exhibited these?’

‘No, these are just a private passion. As Hugo already knows, one of my other passions is music, and the music of Dessiaen in particular, who was so inspired by the songs and habits of our avian friends.’ He gulped down some tea before continuing, ‘Sadly, he’s mostly forgotten these days, but Dessiaen would go out on long walking expeditions and camp in wild spaces, so he could study birdsong and adapt it to his compositions, as in his Anthologie du chant des oiseaux.’

Lucas showed the children his substantial record collection, which was kept in scrupulous alphabetical order. They listened to some recordings and Lucas showed them how Dessiaen used birdsong to colour his music. Even Kitty, who was not as keen on music as her brother, found herself enjoying Lucas’s disentanglement of the complex sounds. Lucas was delighted to have garnered the children’s interest in the music, and it showed on his face.

The attention of the twins also turned to the objects in the room, and Lucas was happy to explain the origins of his mementoes. Many of the objects seemed to come with a good story attached, some of which the children suspected he may have embellished, though this mattered little, as they were often full of fun or adventure, like the story of the Mexican pottery jar that took pride of place in the centre of the mantlepiece. The blue and white jar was patterned with leaves and flowers, and topped with a little lid. Lucas explained that he had been camping in Mexico on one of his birding trips and a terrible storm had started so suddenly that he barely had time to gather his things before the rain was falling in torrents. He set off briskly to the nearest town in the hope of finding shelter, with visibility becoming poorer by the minute. Over the din, he heard the muffled voices of a man and a child calling out. Following the sound, he came to a precipice, that fell away to a cave below. A man and his daughter were stuck down there, where the girl had fallen and broken her leg. After the storm abated, Lucas helped them out and accompanied them to their village, both men supporting the limping girl. The parents of the girl provided Lucas with the jar as a reward for his help, and he treasured it to this day.

Kitty asked Lucas if there was a tale behind another object, a little ceramic bird that sat beside the Mexican jar. It was a sweet little robin, neatly glazed with a red breast and grey and brown feathers. Picking it up, Kitty noticed the letters ‘FA’ engraved on the underside. How did Lucas come by that, she asked. Lucas replied that it had been handmade for him by a person he knew a long time ago, muttering something about its sentimental value. His reluctance to go into detail told the children that it was best to drop the subject, and an awkward silence now prevailed.

To change the subject, Hugo pointed to the sideboard and remarked, ‘You seem to have a lot of interest in those stones and things.’

‘Engineers are always messing around with odds and ends,’ Lucas said.

His interest piqued, Hugo persisted, ‘Is this connected with your interest in solar power, all these mirrors?’

However, Lucas had stopped paying attention. He seemed distracted, as if he had heard something unexpected and was listening out for more. Hugo stopped speaking, and he and Kitty joined in the listening, turning their heads from side to side, as if angling their ears like antennae to pick up an elusive signal.

And there it was, the strange sound that Lucas had heard: the sound of footsteps walking furtively. Something or someone outside the house, like a person or animal scurrying from place to place.

‘Do you hear that?’ Lucas whispered.

‘Yes,’ Hugo replied softly. ‘Is it a visitor?’

Lucas mumbled to himself, ‘It couldn’t be them... They aren’t due yet.’

What was he talking about? Who on earth were ‘they’?

‘Stay put,’ Lucas said to his guests. ‘I have my suspicions.’ He walked noiselessly towards the front door.

The twins remained on the sofa, looking out the windows and feeling uneasy, expecting to see a person suddenly and threateningly appear in full view, until they heard the click of Lucas opening the door.

He walked outside and fumed, ‘I know you’re spying on me. I’m telling you, you won’t get it!’ He slammed the door behind him.

When he returned to the lounge, he was flustered and red-faced.

‘They’ve gone now,’ he said, panting slightly, before lowering his voice, and muttering, ‘They just won’t leave me alone.’

‘Who won’t leave you alone?’ Kitty asked.

‘I’m sorry, I think you’d better go,’ Lucas said, deflecting the question.

Hugo stood up to leave. ‘Perhaps you’d like to come to the villa later in the week and we can go birdwatching.’

‘I’d like that, thank you,’ Lucas replied with a smile, though it was clear that he was still agitated. ‘How about the day after tomorrow?’

‘Perfect,’ Kitty said.

Back at the villa, Hugo showed Kitty the sheet music with the note inside.

‘“Remember me always. Love, LA”,’ Kitty read aloud.

‘Do you think ‘LA’ could be him – Lucas Aubin?’ Hugo asked.

‘I reckon there’s a good chance, and if that’s true, it’s quite an intimate note from someone who says he didn’t really know the owners.’
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2. A SECRET REVEALED

The morning sunshine was lovely and warming, and Hugo and Kitty couldn’t help but feel disappointed that the pool cleaner wasn’t due to come for two more days. With the weather a perfect excuse for a bike ride, their mum suggested they go into the village as there was a restaurant she wanted to try for lunch.

‘The food is said to be very good,’ she enthused, ‘but it’s not just about the food, it’s about the experience.’ She spread her arms out wide. ‘You sit outside, beneath an enormous old fig tree and its vast branches.’

‘Did you know that fig trees are pollinated by wasps, not bees,’ Kitty said.

‘As long as it’s got wings, you can be sure that Bird Nerd knows all about it,’ Hugo joked.

‘Believe it or not, some people have interests beyond a keyboard,’ Kitty mumbled crossly under her breath.

The huge fig tree was visible on a distant hill, like a jolly giant waving its many arms as the family made their approach. The entrance to the restaurant was covered in a heavy purple velvet curtain to help block out the sunlight and maintain a cosiness under the branches of the great tree. The trip to the table was an adventure itself, as they’d had to negotiate their way through twists and turns to avoid tripping or bumping a head against a branch. Having survived the maze, it felt magical to sit beneath the boughs of such a vast living thing. Shafts of light fell between the foliage like tiny spotlights, and they were surrounded by knobbly branches that reached over and under the tables like great, muscular arms.

The scent of sizzling garlic, fresh lemon and roasting chicken wafted over from the kitchen, making everyone ravenous. Spurred on by the delicious aromas, they quickly placed their orders, drank a toast to their holiday and breathed a collective sigh of contentment.

‘Tell us about Mr Aubin then. What’s he like?’ Edward asked.

‘Despite our initial hiccup, he seems like an interesting character,’ Hugo said.

‘His house is full of all sorts of quirky objects from his travels round the world,’ Kitty added, ‘each with a story related to some past adventure.’

Hugo sipped his lemonade through a straw. ‘And it seems like he could talk forever about birds and music, not to mention the relationship between the two.’

‘He’s a pretty talented photographer. His bird shots are amazing,’ Kitty said.

‘I see,’ Sophie said, smiling at their growing enthusiasm.

‘Despite the neatness of his lounge, he has this odd collection of rocks and glass all sort of thrown together on a sideboard.’

‘I’ll bet they’re connected with that flash of light you saw,’ Edward declared, knowingly pointing his finger at the twins.

‘That’s what we wondered…’ Hugo began, before pausing and rolling his eyes unforgivingly at his father. ‘Ah, I get it, you’re making fun of us.’

Edward grinned.

‘The strangest thing was when we were paid a little visit by persons unknown,’ Hugo said. ‘It was pretty creepy. They never showed themselves, they just moved around outside, then ran away when Lucas called out to them.’

‘That is creepy, I wonder what they wanted,’ Edward said.

‘Pardon me, I hope you don’t mind if I interrupt.’ A nasally male voice could be heard from behind a nearby branch. The whole family could only see part of the speaker’s torso, and had to angle themselves sideways to catch a glimpse of his face.

‘Wait, I expect you can’t see me,’ the man said again. ‘Way to make an entrance, Jon,’ he laughed in a braying chuckle.

The man now stood himself up so that he was fully erect, but as he did so he clonked his head on one of the boughs of the tree, emitting a frustrated yelp of pain.

‘Enter the giant,’ he laughed again.

Stooping cautiously beneath the branches of the tree, he manoeuvred his way to the family’s table, where he was able to stand comfortably upright. The man was middle-aged, tall and slim, sporting a red moustache and fair hair, impeccably dressed in an expensive-looking suit, complete with fitted waistcoat and tie.

‘Hello there. I’m Jon, Jon without an ‘H’, Jon van Rooyen, the man behind the voice,’ he exclaimed jovially.

The family introduced themselves, and Jon politely shook hands with each of them in turn.

‘I’m guessing you’re new to the area,’ Jon said. ‘Where are you staying in town?’

‘Actually, we’re staying a little out of town, at Villa Ainsworth,’ Edward said.

‘Lovely spot, terrific property. I couldn’t help but overhear you talking about old Aubin. Bit of an eccentric, our Aubin, and sometimes those eccentrics are best left alone. I live quite near you, just up and over the ridge, through the forest, a bit of a hike, but on the next hill. It’s a beautiful part of the country,’ he said wistfully. ‘If you like, I can suggest some activities you might want to consider while you’re here.’

‘Thank you, that would be terrific, Jon,’ Sophie said. ‘If you’d like to join us for lunch, please do pull up a chair.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Sophie, but only if nobody minds?’

Everyone politely shook their heads, although the twins would have preferred to keep talking about Lucas with their parents alone. In any event, Jon turned out to be a pretty useful guide to the area. Edward and Sophie listened intently as they crunched their way through their food, positively charmed by the man and his descriptions of vineyards, restaurants and bushwalking trails.

‘You obviously know the area really well, Jon. Did you grow up here, too?’ Sophie asked between mouthfuls of gooey cherry pie.

Jon launched into a potted history of his life, explaining that he hadn’t known his real parents, and was initially raised by nuns before being adopted by a family of modest means.

‘A self-made man, as they say. I made my money in real estate – real estate and other projects,’ Jon said with satisfaction.

‘I worked my way up bit by bit, until I started my own company and things took off from there.’

‘You’re Jonathan van Rooyen!’ Edward cried. ‘Of van Rooyen Enterprises.’

Jon flashed his pearly white teeth. ‘The very same.’

‘I thought you looked familiar,’ Edward said admiringly. Sometimes I read the business pages,’ he added, giddily.

‘Doesn’t your company invest in oil and coal?’ Kitty said heatedly. ‘Don’t you think it’s time to do something novel, like use renewable energy?’

‘Kitty, that’s rude,’ Sophie said disapprovingly.

‘No, that’s quite all right,’ Jon said. ‘I’m used to this sort of thing, especially from young people.’ He omitted a muffled, braying laugh. ‘Let me ask you this, Kitty, how did you fly to Australia?’

‘In a plane.’

‘And how was that plane powered?’

She could see the trap had been set, but there was no denying the truth.

‘The engine used petrol,’ she said.

‘Exactly. It’s still very much needed, and very much a part of our lives, so don’t go dismissing it just yet. Without petrol, without coal, we wouldn’t have been able to achieve half of what we’ve done over the last century. Look at how the lives of everyday people have been transformed thanks to the energy we use.’

‘Surely we can invest more into research so we don’t need to use fossil fuels nearly as much,’ Hugo chipped in. ‘For instance, what about an electric plane? And with all its wind and solar resources, why is Australia still using coal?’

‘I think you’ve got a couple of young politicians in the making,’ Jon said, turning to Sophie and Edward with a raised brow. ‘Look, I sympathise, I really do, and the company is trying to diversify, but we also think there’s life left in the ground yet, and our staff rely on us to keep providing them with jobs.’

Hugo and Kitty were still unconvinced, but their parents’ glares told them it was time to back away from the argument.

‘To show there’s no hard feelings, I’d like to invite you all over to my place for a swim this afternoon. You said your pool’s out of action, so I’m sure a dip in mine would be a welcome relief in today’s heat.’

‘That’s very kind of you, Jon,’ said Edward. ‘What do you think, everyone?’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Sophie said.

The children nodded their assent; despite their differences with Jon, Kitty and Hugo didn’t want to pass up the chance for a swim.

In the afternoon, the family collected their swimming costumes from the villa and drove to Jon’s house, following the directions he’d given. Leaving the main road, they took a smaller one until they came to a wooden sign pointing towards Jon’s house, which was named Hilltop. A high fence surrounded the property, with a brass gated entrance that glistened in the sunshine. Edward spoke into an intercom system to announce their arrival, and the electronic gates opened up.

The grounds were vast and picturesque, a mix of manicured lawns with colourful garden beds and groves of trees. The most curious aspect of the drive through the estate was the sculptures that appeared at regular intervals along the road. They were large and bold structures, very much an acquired taste. One looked like a giant pale granite doughnut, another was made up of intertwining plastic piping that snaked its way up a thick metal pole, and perhaps the strangest of all was the figure that looked like an enormous yellow raincoat hung out on a huge stand, possibly intended to represent a giant coat hanger. It was a scary sight, like a scarecrow without a body.

‘Those are ‘interesting’,’ Kitty remarked caustically.

Sophie turned round from the front seat to face her daughter. ‘That’s art, darling. You won’t always understand it, but people like different things.’

To the twins, their mother sounded like Jon’s greatest apologist, their father his number one fan.

The car wound its way gradually up the hill until an imposing ultra-modern house came into view, prompting a collective gasp inside the car. It looked like the kind of building where photo shoots for style magazines took place (and quite likely did). The two-storey exterior was made primarily of a brown varnished wood, with enormous black-framed windows either side of the front door. A Japanese garden, complete with its own babbling stream and tiny waterfalls occupied the left side of the house, and a group of tall, slender birches formed a proud guard on the right.

Edward pulled up into the spacious parking area, and as he did so, Jon emerged from the front door to greet them. He was followed by a compact man, short and squat, wearing a dark suit and a crisp white shirt. The man smiled broadly as he approached, pushing his slipping glasses back up the bridge of his nose and running his fingers through his thick, dark hair.

‘Welcome to my home, my dear new friends,’ Jon beamed. ‘I hope you liked my sculptures – believe it or not, I made those myself. This is my assistant, Michael – Michael Michaelides. So good they named him twice, right?’ He laughed loudly.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Michael said, shaking hands. ‘Fortunately, that one never gets old.’

‘Michael’s been with me for a while,’ Jon said. ‘A sort of right-hand man, he stays with me in the country to work away from the hustle and bustle of the business world. It pays dividends to give yourself some space and get the old thinking cap on.’

Michael smiled weakly and pushed his sliding glasses back up his nose. ‘Got to get these fixed, sorry,’ he muttered apologetically.

‘Anyway, let’s not stand around talking about Michael’s glasses all day,’ Jon snorted, ‘let me give you the tour.’

The interior was every bit as modernist as the exterior. Bold contemporary art hung on the white walls, the edges of rooms were curved, not straight, and spaces were dotted sparingly with wooden and leather Scandinavian furnishings. Behind the house, the water of the rectangular swimming pool shimmered invitingly in the sunshine, a diving board casting a perfect shadow below.

‘Shall we dive in?’ Jon asked, after seeing the children’s delighted faces.

The family didn’t waste time enjoying the pool, giving the diving board a good workout, lazing on inflatables, and partaking in their usual swimming contests. Hugo and Kitty warmed to Jon for participating in their races, though he was no match for their skills. Michael excused himself from the swimming, explaining that he had to attend to some pressing business, prompting Jon to declare with a whinnying laugh ‘Mea culpa – slave driver that I am!’

The swimming transitioned to an evening meal, enjoyed alfresco beneath a cloudless sky. Once again, Michael made his excuses to skip the occasion, before scurrying off to one of the offices, a pen perched behind his ear.

Returning to the villa later that evening, the family felt sleepily satisfied after the day’s rest and relaxation. Sophie enjoyed listing all the things they’d done, waxing lyrical about the lunch, with its fantabulous setting, and recapping on the details of Jon’s uber-chic house and what a happy time they’d had splashing about in his pool.

Kitty stifled a yawn. ‘Yes, we all had a great time,’ she said robotically.

‘I think we’re all completely zonked now, and it’s time for bed,’ Sophie said.

Upstairs, Hugo stood in the doorway of his sister’s room, while she wearily started to close her curtains.

‘What did you think of Jon? Pretty swish house, right?’ he said.

‘Not really surprising, given he’s a billionaire. Seems to be an OK guy, though. He even let you beat him in some of those swimming races.’

‘Even if his sculptures are beyond terrible.’

‘Right,’ Kitty laughed.

‘How about that Michaelides character, he couldn’t wait to get back to work.’

‘I wouldn’t worry too much about him. I bet he makes a packet too.’

‘Maybe he feels compelled to work nonstop just to keep his job. Still, it must be hard being at someone’s beck and call the whole time.’

‘I wouldn’t say no to a few million to do it.’

‘Whatever the cost?’

‘Well, we have no real idea what that cost is, aside from probably giving up on a personal life, and helping to further climate change.’

A bright spark illuminated the pitch-black outside, instantly grabbing their attention. Kitty quickly opened the curtains fully and she and Hugo looked towards Lucas’s house, where another flash was followed by a sequence of lights flickering from room to room like tumbling dominos.

‘He’s turning all his lights on again,’ Hugo muttered.

‘Wonder how long they’ll stay on this time,’ Kitty said.

A few minutes passed in this way, until all the lights suddenly flicked off at once.

‘Show’s over. Time for bed, I suppose,’ yawned Kitty.

Sliding into bed, Hugo felt restless in spite of his tiredness.

Unable to close his eyes, he walked to the window and peered outside, just in case something was going to happen, and in the darkness, something did happen, for it was only a minute later that Hugo spotted a human figure running stealthily from Lucas’s house.

When Lucas arrived at the villa the next morning, he met Hugo and Kitty’s parents for the first time, remarking on what independent children they were.

‘Perhaps I went a little overboard with the music, not to mention the photographs,’ he said.

‘With these two, you may well have met some kindred spirits,’ Sophie said warmly.

Upon entering the lounge, Lucas’s eyes fixed straight on the piano, and seeing this, Hugo offered to play for him.

‘I’ve been working on ‘The blackbird’, if you’d like to hear it,’ he offered.

‘That would be excellent, thank you, Hugo, and if you wouldn’t mind, I’d love to hear ‘The robin and the chaffinch’ again.’

The mini concert was well received by the small audience, even Kitty was appreciative for a change, while Lucas looked contemplative throughout, before breaking into enthusiastic applause at the conclusion of every piece.

‘The very spirit of Dessiaen lives in you, Hugo,’ the old man remarked. Presenting the twins with a pair of binoculars each, Lucas asked, ‘Shall we go and look for some birds?’

They began their expedition through the fields and up the hill towards the edge of the forest, where they soon spotted a large flock of crimson rosellas flying amongst the grasses to forage for food, prattling to each other between mouthfuls of seeds. As they walked deeper into the bush, Lucas asked the twins to walk slowly and quietly, and after a minute or so of careful creeping, Lucas stopped abruptly and put his finger to his lips and from there to his ear. The twins stood completely still and listened; an animal was treading about nearby, and the trio looked around to find it.

It was Kitty who spotted it first – a superb lyrebird, busily brushing aside leaves and dirt in search of food, its long, graceful feathers fanning out behind. They were thrilled to hear the lyrebird open up with a display of its celebrated mimicry, imitating the repetitive, distinctive cracking sounds of the eastern whipbird, then the chatter of rosellas and the croaking of frogs. It was so astonishingly like the animals themselves it was hard to believe that the lyrebird was the sole source of the sounds. The bird finished its performance with a sequence of shrill dog barks and chain saws buzzing, before warbling some original tunes and stalking off deeper into the bush.

‘Awesome,’ Kitty whispered, feeling goose bumps run up her arm.

Venturing still deeper into the forest, they reached some very tall trees that dominated the undergrowth below.

‘These impressive giants are mountain ash,’ Lucas said, pointing to a hollow in one of the trees. ‘Take a look up there.’

The twins did as he asked, but could see nothing.

‘Look again with your binoculars,’ Lucas said.

A moment’s scanning and they spotted the tawny frogmouth, perfectly camouflaged and resting in the hollow, the scruffy bristles that sprouted about its beak looked like comical facial hair in need of a good trim.

‘Looks a bit like our maths teacher, Mr Smyth,’ Hugo said.
 
Lucas laughed. ‘I’d also like to show you a wombat burrow on the other side of the forest. If we’re lucky, we might catch a glimpse of the resident.’

A hum of insects accompanied their walk, prompting Lucas to whistle the melody of the chaffinch.

At the edge of the forest, Lucas pointed out the burrow beside an old tree.

‘Wombats are mostly nocturnal, but if we’re lucky we might see her nearby, perhaps if she’s out for a snack,’ he whispered. ‘Let’s keep quiet – don’t want to scare her off.’

‘How do you know she’s a she?’ Hugo asked.

‘Because she had babies two years ago.’

‘I bet they were really cute,’ Kitty sighed.

‘They were very sweet, like pocket-sized teddy bears, but after a couple of years they moved on to make their own burrows, they’re pretty solitary animals.’

They scanned the area to find the wombat, looking through their binoculars to see if she was in the field, but she was nowhere to be seen. They looked around the nearby trees and in some of the dense grasses, but still had no luck.

Hugo felt disappointed and was about to give up his search when he saw a flicker of movement inside the burrow itself. The wombat was in there, peering up at him with inquisitive yet cautious eyes. Her whiskery snout twitched at Hugo and her sharp claws were stretched out before her like those of a resting dog.

Hugo gently tugged at the others’ sleeves. ‘She in there,’ he whispered, pointing down at the burrow.

‘Awwww,’ Kitty gushed, ‘how adorable, I just want to give her a big squeeze.’

‘The wombat burrows can go a fair distance,’ Lucas said. ‘In the 1960s, there was a boy who used to creep out at night to visit burrows. He found that he could fit through them, and so he started exploring the tunnels and having close encounters with the animals. He published a study about it when he was still a teenager.’

‘I reckon you could fit in there, Kitty,’ Hugo said. ‘Since you think she’s so cute, why don’t you have a go now?’

Kitty rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe not now.’

‘A cuddle might sound lovely, but it’s not a good idea to trust in those claws,’ Lucas laughed, ‘but it’s true – you would fit, and who knows, maybe one day…’

As Lucas tapered off, the twins struggled to hide their looks of astonishment. Surely he wasn’t serious about going down the burrow?

Lucas suggested they turn around and return to the other side of the forest, as he knew a place where they might spot an owl resting in a tree in preparation for its nocturnal hunt. Coming out beside the field, Lucas looked into the distance, narrowing his eyes into focus, before using the binoculars that hung around his neck. Looking out with steady hands, he mumbled angrily, ‘Always snooping around to take a peek. Will they stop at nothing!’

The twins noticed that Lucas was gazing at his own house in the distance. They could just make out two people walking around the fence, peering in through the windows. This was becoming a regular occurrence and they wondered what it meant. What were they searching for?

Lucas gripped the binoculars tightly, pressing them into his face and adjusting the focus in the hope of a better view of his unwelcome guests. He bit down on his lower lip and started down the hill with little care about where he stepped. The twins followed, looking to each other for answers, but each offered the other the same perplexed look. One of the people in the distance pointed up to the trio, saying something to his companion, which prompted them to hurry away from the house.

‘Must have seen the glint from the binoculars,’ Lucas muttered to himself. ‘It’s about time I told someone I can trust.’
 
Turning to the twins, he said, ‘I know you’re probably wondering who they are and what they want. The truth is, I don’t know who these men are, but I have a sneaking suspicion that their apparent fascination with me is connected to my research into solar power. The truth is, they want my invention. You were right to wonder about those flashes you’ve seen coming from my house, they’re linked to my invention, and the prototype is very nearly finished.’

‘I knew it!’ Hugo cried triumphantly.

‘It has been difficult to keep a secret like mine. Practically speaking, my lively experiments attract their own share of attention, even out here. There are often people staying in the villa, and I presume it’s started to raise a few eyebrows.’ He sighed deeply. ‘I had wanted to keep it all to myself until the invention was complete, but since I met you two, despite my initial attempts at unfriendliness, I’ve changed my mind. It seems you’ve given me back my faith.’

The twins smiled.

‘It occurred to me that there might be some nefarious interest in my work – hence the over-the-top security fence – so I didn’t want to talk about it with anyone until the right moment had arrived, but you two represent the very motivation for my invention. You’ve already seen some glimpses of the invention, so the time is right.’

He took a sip of water from his bottle, then continued, ‘When the evidence of climate change really became clear, it seemed a sensible idea to look at what could be done to improve solar power, and so I researched and studied at every possible opportunity. In my spare time I started experimenting with solar cells, and eventually I retired from paid work so that I could focus entirely on my invention.

‘The earlier solar panels needed a lot of sheets to generate sufficient power. I thought, wouldn’t it be a remarkable step forward if we could create a panel that needed minimal space yet generated maximum power from the great bulb in the sky? If it could be affordable, we could seriously reduce our dependence on fossil fuels. Such an invention could have application in powering not only homes, but vehicles, factories, aircraft, ships... The sky’s the limit, if you’ll pardon the pun.

‘Most solar panels are made from silicon and silver, and the latter is commonly considered the best conductor for the generation of solar power, but it isn’t exactly the cheapest metal. Another issue is how to best stack the solar cells to maximise efficiency. I have created a stack that not only maximises power, but combines different metals and other substances at very little cost.’

‘The little pieces of glass and whatnot on the table in your house, are they your building blocks?’ Kitty asked.

‘Some of them, I wasn’t lying when I said I like to tinker,’ Lucas said.

‘You said the amount of space used to generate power can be an issue for solar,’ Hugo said. ‘How big is your panel?’

‘That’s the beauty of it. My solar device both captures the sun’s energy and serves as the generator, and in totality it’s the size of a large novel. I’ve named the invention the Helios Book, after the ancient Greek god of the sun. The Helios Book is so efficient that it only needs to soak up the sun for a few hours and then – and this is the best part,’ Lucas declared animatedly, ‘you can simply plug the device into an ordinary electrical socket, and it will power your whole house for a day.’

The twins shared Lucas’s excitement and felt privileged that he’d decided to share his secret with them.

‘It sounds amazing,’ Hugo said. ‘I’d love to see it in action.’

‘And so you shall – tomorrow afternoon if you like.’

‘What about those men? Where do you think they come from?’ Kitty asked.

‘I have no idea. Maybe rumours started spreading when the light flickering became obvious, but whoever those snoopers are, it’s highly likely that someone sees the potential of the device to make themselves very rich indeed.’

‘What did you mean when you said we represent the motivation for your invention?’

‘When I heard Hugo playing the Dessiaen, I started thinking about my reasons for doing this in the first place. When we shared an enthusiasm for birds and animals, I was reminded that I was doing this for future generations. I never had any family of my own, though I would have liked my own children. With the Helios Book almost ready, why not let you in on my little secret?’

‘What will you do when the world learns of the Helios Book?’ Kitty asked.

‘I know that it can be manufactured cheaply, so I want the device to be made available for everyone to enjoy.’

‘Thank you for telling us all about the invention,’ Hugo said sincerely, as Kitty nodded along.

‘Shall we go back down the hill and perhaps you could treat me to some more of your piano playing, Hugo?’

‘I’d be glad to,’ Hugo replied, stretching out his fingers in anticipation.

‘And I’d be glad to eat more of those lamingtons Mum bought from the bakery,’ Kitty said, smiling broadly and licking her lips.

‘Race you back home?’ Hugo asked nonchalantly.

‘Already there, brother,’ Kitty said, dashing headlong down the hill.

Lucas signalled for them to slow down.

‘Hey, wait up for an old man!’ he called.
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3. NO ORDINARY BOOK

Lucas had suggested to the twins that they should come to his house at four o’clock for the demonstration of the Helios Book and stay for an evening meal. Their parents didn’t seem to mind, happy to be enjoying some time to themselves. The weather had been pretty gloomy all morning, but if the device was ready and as good as Lucas said it was, there was no need to worry about its ability to light up the whole house and hopefully stay lit this time. By the afternoon, it was raining. Undeterred, the twins donned raincoats and made their way up the hill towards their neighbour’s cottage.

‘This feels like the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to us,’ Kitty said, as she stepped over a puddle.

Hugo agreed. ‘We’ll be able to say that we were there when the revolution started.’

Arriving at the gate, they rang the bell and waited for Lucas to appear. When he didn’t, they rang again and started calling his name, thinking perhaps he couldn’t hear over the rain.

Hugo walked around the side of the house and tried to look in through the windows but couldn’t see any light or movement inside. ‘Should we have a look around the back?’ he called to his sister.

Kitty joined Hugo and they made their way around the fence, its barbed wire dripping with beads of rainwater. To their surprise, the back gate was unlocked; not only that, the back door was ajar. They approached the door and were alarmed to see that the handle was bent and twisted.

‘Looks like someone’s broken in,’ Kitty gasped. ‘We’d better see if Lucas is all right.’

Knowing how fastidious Lucas was, they carefully wiped their feet on the doormat before moving from room to room in search of him. In their exploration, they entered a room they’d never seen before. It was by far the biggest room in the house and seemed to be some sort of workshop. One of the walls was lined with a storage rack for tools, containing every conceivable instrument for cutting, drilling, boring, and twisting. There was lots of heavy-duty equipment for metal work, like grinders, cutters, lathes and even an anvil. Gas torches lay beside scraps and samples of metals, but the biggest piece of kit was what appeared to be a homemade melting furnace.

‘This must be where he created the Helios Book,’ Hugo said.

‘No? You don’t say?’ Kitty said sarcastically. ‘In any case, he isn’t in this room, but it’s nice to see some of his personal touches here,’ she said, pointing to the framed photographs of birds lining the walls.

They went into each of the other rooms in turn – the lounge, the bathroom, the kitchen and the two bedrooms – finding that everything was as well-ordered as ever. The second bedroom was very small, with barely enough room for a double bed.

The rain was falling much harder now, bouncing noisily on the tin roof.

‘Despite the broken lock, it’s hard to say how much of a search the burglars conducted, given there’s no upturned furniture, no papers scattered over the floor,’ Hugo said, ‘so perhaps someone broke in while Lucas was out, picked up a few items and left.’

‘The only problem with that theory is that Lucas was expecting us,’ Kitty said.

‘True, but then again, Lucas is getting on a bit, and maybe it slipped his mind.’

‘You know he’s as sharp as a tack, how else did he create the Helios Book?’

‘Maybe someone came and stole the Helios Book. Lucas was out at the time, returned, found that the Book was missing, and went into town to report the theft.’

‘I think we’d better go and talk to Mum and Dad,’ Kitty said. ‘We don’t have a phone on us, so let’s head back to the villa.’

Their conversation was cut short by the sound of two men’s voices approaching the back door. The twins’ hearts started racing, Hugo and Kitty quickly calculating that these people were likely connected with Lucas’s absence.

‘Quick, hide!’ Hugo whispered urgently. Remembering the large two-door wardrobe in Lucas’s room, he added, ‘We might both fit in Lucas’s closet.’

The twins dashed down the hallway to the master bedroom at the front of the house, opened the wardrobe and hurried inside, closing the doors gently behind them. It smelled like musty clothes and pine needles. The bottom of the wardrobe contained a mass of papers and random household items, with clothing hanging along the full length of the rail. Luckily, there was enough room for both of them to stand, though Hugo had to crook his neck to fit.

Kitty whispered, ‘Make sure you cover yourself with long clothes. There are some old trench coats and bathrobes here, let’s use those.’

She was perplexed to see some vibrant floral women’s dresses, which seemed quite out of place in an aged bachelor’s wardrobe. However, the pressing issue was to hide as effectively as possible, and she handed a full-length coat and a downy robe to her brother, who hastily hung them in front of himself.

Seeing that the clothing hung down low, but that their heads were above the clothes rail, Kitty gestured to her brother to squat behind the clothes, which they both did. As Hugo did so, he stepped on some papers at the bottom of the cupboard, which rustled slightly, and he pursed his lips tightly and shut his eyes in exasperation.

‘What was that?’ a quickened voice called nearby.

‘Probably the wind. In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s raining pretty hard out there. Don’t worry, Tom, we’ve got the only person who lives here,’ asserted the other man in his deeper voice.

Kitty glanced at the women’s clothing and wondered whether that was true.

‘Sounded like it came from inside the house, not outside,’ the man called Tom said sceptically.

‘Maybe it was the wind going down the chimney.’

‘Humph,’Tom said, apparently not convinced.

‘Let’s get on with the task at hand. The boss is furious that we’ve been spotted a couple of times, says we haven’t been careful enough,’ he said in a mocking tone. ‘The old man only gave us some useless prototype. Apparently, the real deal looks like a big metal book.’

‘I get it,Warren, I was there too.’

‘So where did he put it? Where would you keep your most treasured possession?’

‘In my wardrobe, most likely,’ Tom said after pondering for a moment.

Kitty took a sharp intake of breath, and she and Hugo looked to each other in the darkness, their eyes widened in fear.

‘Don’t be daft,’Warren barked.

‘Well, why did you ask then?’Tom said indignantly.

‘It’s got to be in his workshop. The finished product is probably hiding in plain sight, so let’s get in there.’

The children heard the footsteps gradually fading down the hall. Fearful thoughts raced through their minds. Had these men kidnapped Lucas, and if so, where had they taken him? Maybe Tom and Warren would find the solar device before they bothered to look in the closet. But what if they didn’t?

‘We need to get out in case they come back. One of them clearly wants to look in here,’ Hugo whispered.

She nodded slightly.

‘The front door is probably still locked, not to mention the front gate, so we need to go around the back,’ Hugo suggested.

This made Kitty understandably nervous. ‘That means going past the workshop,’ she said.

‘We don’t really have a choice and besides, if they’re busy looking for the Helios Book, with the noise of the storm I reckon we can sneak past,’ Hugo insisted. ‘But before we make our exit, can you think where he might have put the device?’

‘Really?!’ Kitty said incredulously. ‘You want to go searching for it too?’

‘If it helps Lucas, I think we have to. If we can get the device and run back to the villa, we can call the police from there.’

Kitty now looked less sceptical.

‘Let’s think where it might be,’ Hugo said, ‘just for a moment. We need to be sure that the coast is clear before going all the way to the back door anyway.’

They dipped their heads in muddled thought, their heartrates galloping. They could hear the strangers in the workshop, rummaging through tools and materials, opening and closing things, lifting machinery up then dropping it down to the floor.

Perhaps Lucas has a safe somewhere, Hugo pondered. Like the intruder Tom, he thought that an obvious place may be the wardrobe they had squirreled themselves into. He looked around, feeling the sides and looking down at the floor for a safe or the Helios Book itself, but could not see anything resembling either.

It seemed likely that the workroom was the place where Lucas had created the Helios Book, but would he really leave it lying around in there if it he’d finished it? Would he risk damaging it, with all that equipment about, or having it stolen right when it was done? That seemed unlikely; Lucas was better organised than that. For the same reason, Lucas didn’t seem like the kind of man who would wedge his precious invention between tins of baked beans in the kitchen pantry.

Suddenly, the answer dawned on the twins at the same moment. Lucas had told them that his invention was the size of a large book. It stood to reason that it could be sitting on the bookshelves, and therefore imperceptible to a burglar who might be looking for something more technical in appearance.

‘The bookshelves,’ they whispered in unison.

At the same time, Tom declared in frustration, ‘It really doesn’t seem to be in this room, I’m going to check out the wardrobe, just in case.’

‘If you must,’Warren said, as Tom started down the hall, ‘I’ll keep going through the workshop then.’

Fear swept over the twins as they heard Tom’s footsteps approaching. They crouched down low and spread the hanging clothes out to cover themselves as much as possible.

Tom entered the room and scanned it, before walking to the bedside table and opening the top drawer. Finding only Lucas’s evening reading, he strode over to the closet, feeling quietly confident that he was going to make the discovery and prove Warren wrong.

The twins felt the man’s dangerous proximity, conscious that only the wardrobe’s thin pine doors separated them from the stranger. They held their mouths tightly shut and controlled their breathing through their noses, afraid that they might cry out in fear.

Tom put his hand on the knob of the right door, behind which Hugo was crouched awkwardly, waiting for the inevitable discovery. Tom slowly opened the door halfway, eking out a ghostly squeal from the unoiled hinge, when a sudden cry erupted from Warren.

‘Tom! Tom, I think I’ve found it!’

Tom let the door go; it creaked momentarily, the creaky hinge awakened once more, then banged loudly to a close.

‘If you say so,’Tom muttered before leaving the bedroom.
 
The twins felt a flood of relief.

‘Now’s our chance,’ Hugo said. ‘It’s possible they’ve got it, but if our hunch is right, this Warren guy has found something else. We’ll creep into the lounge, grab the device if it’s there, and tiptoe out the back door.’

Kitty and Hugo eased open the wardrobe doors and delicately stepped on to the bedroom floor. They noiselessly shut the cupboard doors behind them, slowly pushing past the hinge, and made their way to the doorway of the bedroom. They could hear the men arguing about Warren’s find. It seemed that the discovery did not overly impress Tom, who suggested it was nothing more than a hunk of crudely moulded metal, which looked very little like the object they were seeking.

‘Clearly, you’re not much of a reader if you think this resembles a book,’Tom sneered.

Warren, however, was insistent, pointing to some buttons on the side, suggesting that perhaps they would give them access to whatever was inside. As the debate raged, Hugo and Kitty walked as silently as possible down the hallway, glad for the red Turkish runner that muffled their footfall over aged timbers, turning at last into the lounge and walking cautiously to the main bookshelf.

‘Look, this isn’t it! Tom cried, his annoyance rising. ‘Let me show you.’

He pressed a button on the side, which, to his surprise, opened the object in his hands, which was like a metal box now divided into two halves. Warren’s momentary triumph was short-lived, however, as there was nothing inside, and his face changed from jubilation to disappointment in seconds.

‘My guess is that this is a prototype of the casing, but it isn’t the real deal,’Tom said. ‘I say we go and check the closet, there might be a safe in there.’

The twins dashed back behind the lounge room door, in case either of the strangers should venture in there on their way to the bedroom; that way, at least they had some sort of cover. Fortunately, the men walked past and into the bedroom, but the twins knew they had little time left. Before too long, the men would discover that there wasn’t a safe in the closet and then turn their attention to the lounge.

Hugo and Kitty edged out from behind the door and back to the bookcase – chock full of books of every imaginable shape, size and colour – but at a glance, none of them looked like they were made of metal.

‘Lucas is so neat, it must be shelved alphabetically,’ Kitty said.

‘Good point,’ Hugo agreed, and he followed the books with his index finger.

Kitty observed that the section they were scrutinising contained novels catalogued according to author name. She saw that although the titles were organised alphabetically, there was nothing under Aubin, Lucas, nor anything under ‘Helios’.

‘Nothing there,’ Kitty said disappointingly.

Hugo pondered a moment, before saying enthusiastically, and a little too loudly, ‘It’s not a novel, that’s why we can’t find it here. Helios comes from mythology, so maybe Lucas has a mythology section somewhere in his vast library…’

They quickly inspected the shelves, moving along in alphabetical order in case Helios should crop up, and in quick succession they came across sections on gardening, natural history, geography, photography, music…until Kitty spotted a large book with bold lettering on the spine: Ares, God of War.

She pointed to the spot, knowing that the book heralded the start of the mythology section. They followed the spines with their eyes, one after the other, passing books on Athena and Artemis, Celtic deities, Demeter the Greek goddess of the harvest, and Greek and Roman legends in thick leather-bound tomes, until they finally spotted a large volume with nothing written on the spine. It was covered by a dust jacket and positioned beside a book titled Hera: Goddess of Marriage, Mothers and Families.

Being the tallest, Hugo stretched up on his toes, his arms and fingers extending further to reach the book. With his thumb and forefinger opening like pincers, he gripped the spine of the book and tipped it out of the shelf towards himself, until it fell into the palm of his hand.

Hugo and Kitty huddled together to look down at the object. It felt solid and weighty in Hugo’s hands, and its shiny casing was masked by a paper dust jacket decorated with striking illustrations of Australian songbirds. Handwritten in elegant lettering across the front of the jacket were the following words: The Helios Book by Lucas Aubin.
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4. EVERY ENTRANCE HAS AN EXIT
 
‘We’ve got it,’ Hugo said softly to his sister, who managed a slight smile in spite of their dangerous predicament.

‘Let’s go,’ Kitty mouthed.

Given that it contained the inner workings of the solar device, Hugo was unsurprised by the considerable weight of the Helios Book he now gripped in his hand as they edged their way slowly across the lounge room, each step feeling like a throw of the dice against the prospect of a creaky floorboard giving them away. Stopping at the hallway, they could hear Tom and Warren rifling through Lucas’s wardrobe. It was clear from their conversation that they hadn’t come across a safe.

‘I knew it,’ Warren bellowed. ‘So much for keeping something really valuable in the closet.’

‘We’ll go and check out the lounge properly,’Tom suggested.

‘Let’s go then,’Warren said sharply.

Hearing this, Hugo and Kitty were unsure whether to make a break for it now and dash through the hall or to stay put and hide behind the door to the lounge.

‘Hang about, Tom,’ Warren said. ‘You’d better put this stuff back in the cupboard, we want to make sure we keep things neat.’

‘Why me?’Tom moaned.

‘It was your idea,’Warren snapped.

The twins sensed that the argument unfolding between the two criminals was their best opportunity to get out in a hurry, especially if the intruders were still lingering in the master bedroom.

Hugo looked intently at Kitty. ‘Now,’ he urged.

He led the way through the door and into the hall. He walked swiftly, but conscious of the need for silence, restrained himself from launching into a run. Kitty followed, and the pair of them reached the back door without incident, the sounds of the two men arguing loudly in Lucas’s bedroom was like music to their ears.

Hugo opened the back door to a picture of gloom; it was very dark outside and the rain was pelting down. A fierce wind whipped an instant chill through his bones, though that wasn’t the worst of their problems. Unfortunately, Hugo’s action had sent the sounds of the storm echoing through the house, and he knew the instant the door swung violently open from his grip and banged on the exterior wall that the thieves had heard it too, and it was time to get moving.

Hugo leapt into the downpour, with Kitty close behind her brother. They heard one of the men call ‘Oi!’ behind them but didn’t stop to see who it was. They knew the intruders would be coming for them.

The dim lighting combined with the heavy rain and the gale blowing fiercely from the west, presented a difficult challenge to the hardiest of runners. Despite the darkness,Tom and Warren saw the glint from the Helios Book in Hugo’s hand and put two and two together to realise that he held the solar device. Hugo and Kitty were fast for their age; as well as constantly testing each other, they regularly took part in athletic competitions at school over long and short distances. But Tom and Warren were fit and determined adults. After their failure to bring Lucas’s invention to their boss the first time, they were adamant they wouldn’t let a couple of kids get away.

Hugo could feel the ground sloping beneath his feet as they ran through the haze of rain towards the villa, taking care not to slip too far forward to avoid falling flat on his face. He raised his head and squinted into the distance to see a welcome light from what must surely be their holiday home further down the hill. He glanced behind him to check Kitty was there and panting from the run he shouted to be heard above the din: ‘We should reach the villa soon.’

However, Hugo had failed to notice that, rather than following them directly, Tom and Warren had run undetected in a diagonal loop down the hill to get below the twins and block their path. Before Hugo knew what was happening, the imposing forms of the two men rose up suddenly, only metres ahead of him. Hugo spun around, grabbed hold of his sister, and swung her back up the hill.

‘Go back up!’ Hugo yelled. ‘Run!’

The two men stretched out to try to snare the children, but slipped as they did so and fell flat in the mud. Kitty now led the charge up the hill, with Hugo hot on her heels. They could feel their hearts racing and their legs straining to maintain speed, their bodies driving hard against the wind, which seemed to be conspiring with the rain to knock them down.

The men got themselves off the ground and looked up the hill. Having anticipated that the children would run straight into their trap, they were momentarily stunned by their reversal of fortune, pitifully – and muddily – standing there without their quarry. In anger,Warren called to the two blurred figures to stop, as he and Tom recommenced the chase. Despite hearing the voice, neither of the twins turned around, but kept on running.

Seeing the children opening up a bigger gap, Warren drew out the gun which he kept concealed in his jacket.

‘I’ll shoot!’ he screamed.

With the noise of the rain, Hugo and Kitty were unsure of the man’s words, and kept on running.

Warren fired his weapon, and the bullet whizzed into the foliage. To the twins, it could have thunder crackling overhead. The two men were both shouting to the children, but Hugo and Kitty dared not look back for fear of slowing down. Far better to increase the distance between them and their hunters.

The twins soon arrived at the edge of the forest, looking dark and forbidding in the foul weather, yet holding the promise of refuge. The rain continued to pelt down, and though their raincoats were keeping them mostly dry, their legs and faces were drenched, and water was streaming uncomfortably down their tops.

‘We’ve got to keep going,’ Hugo urged, as much to himself as to Kitty, when they reached the first trees.

Running in the forest proved even harder; as well as the uneven ground, they had to contend with a constant trail of trip hazards – fallen branches, potholes, ant nests, ditches and shrubs. Kitty was ploughing on as best she could, arms stretched out in front to try to avoid crashing headlong into a tree. The mystery of darkness took a more sinister turn when the twins saw lights glinting behind them; the men had torches and they were obviously using them to try to spot the children. The torchlight flittered through the trees, intermittently illuminating the space around the twins.

Suddenly, something flashed in front of Kitty, making her heart skip a beat as she feared in that moment that she had come face to face with one of the men. The object rose up suddenly into the trees.

‘Did you see that?’ Kitty panted.

‘No, what...?’ Hugo started to say, but was interrupted by the thing’s reappearance, coming down from the trees and landing metres ahead, revealing a streak of brilliant blue before disappearing again.

‘I think it’s a superb fairywren,’ Kitty said.

Hugo stumbled into a pothole.

‘Ouch,’ he winced. ‘What’s he doing out in this storm?’

The bird ascended a third time, this time chirruping sharp, sudden calls and wildly flapping its wings so close to Kitty that some water splashed onto her face. She thought perhaps the bird was simply defending a nest, but it was very odd that it should persist with flying ahead of them while they were still moving forward. Surely they had run clear of the nest area by now, far away enough for the bird to leave them alone, Kitty thought.

Hugo caught a glimpse of torchlight behind him, heightening the urgency to find somewhere to hide. He and his sister were fast, but they couldn’t outrun these thugs forever, especially now that they could be spotted by torchlight.

The wren flew down still closer to Kitty, this time slowing its descent and landing ahead of her, rather than soaring back into the trees.

‘It’s almost as if the bird wants us to follow it,’ Kitty said in disbelief.

The idea seemed absurd to Hugo too, but he kept running behind his sister, who could see no other option but to follow the wren, its bright blue feathers a glimmer of radiance in the dark and muddy woods.

Watching the bird as she ran, Kitty narrowly avoided a newly fallen branch that hung at head height between two trees. She skirted around it, still on the trail of the bird, calling to her brother to take care, who dipped his head in the nick of time.

Their avian guide flew on, through the very heart of the forest and now out the other side, until they came to its fringes, to the very place where Lucas had shown them the wombat burrow.

The wren landed on the ground and twittered loudly.

‘That’s definitely a danger signal,’ Kitty said confidently, as they paused for breath.

Hugo couldn’t resist. ‘Could it be that we’re in danger?’ he said sarcastically.

Then a most unusual thing happened. The wren looked intently at the children, as if conversing with its eyes, then cocked its head from side to side and jumped lightly into the wombat burrow. The twins ran to the edge of the burrow, expecting to see the bird once more, but all they saw was the wide and muddy entrance to the wombat’s home.

‘Remember Lucas told us about that boy who went into the burrows,’ Kitty said.

Hugo nodded, peering with distaste at the uninviting, wet hole at their feet.

‘Well…’ Kitty began, starting to have second thoughts about her idea, ‘…this is probably the best hiding spot we’re likely to find around here, so...’

A torchlight flashed nearby.

Preferring mud to bullets, Hugo brushed aside his disgust and fears.

‘I’ll go first,’ he said. ‘My watch has a small light, which may help us find our way,’ and taking a deep breath, he put his arms out in front of him and bent them forward as if to dive, before dipping his head, lying down in the mud, and descending into the burrow.

As soon as Hugo was inside, Kitty followed in much the same fashion, eager to avoid Tom and Warren spotting their location. They moved through the burrow, edging forward on their elbows, very slowly at first, and sliding along on their bellies. It was predictably dark, but surprisingly dry once they had passed the entrance, and Hugo was able to see a little way ahead, aided by his wristwatch. The tunnel was narrow, and they had to squeeze themselves in on more than one occasion, but it was not so narrow that they couldn’t wriggle through.

The sound of the rain was drumming relentlessly overhead and Hugo, thinking he was going to encounter a wombat, extended his hands as much as possible, convinced that it wouldn’t be long before he would feel the touch of warm fur, followed, in his imagination, by an angry bite or a swiping claw. Instead of a wombat, though, he was surprised by the sound of a bird chirruping close by.

‘The wren’s in the tunnel,’ Hugo cried. ‘Maybe it knows a way out.’

‘Ouch!’ Kitty wailed, rubbing her head after an encounter with a low-hanging tree root. ‘It’s not like we have any other option but to go forward anyway, but I remember Lucas saying that wombat burrows can have multiple entrances, so perhaps the wren will find the easiest way out.’

It was tiring work, pulling themselves along on their stomachs in the confined, musty space. Hugo’s efforts were harder still, as he clutched on to the Helios Book in his right hand, trying to keep it aloft as much as possible, while Kitty had to contend with intermittent thrusts of dirt from Hugo’s shoes.

It was hard to tell the distance or direction of travel, but they must have covered over fifty metres when they saw a faint glimmer of light behind them.

‘They’re still after us!’ Kitty cried anxiously, her heart racing.
 
Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the light stopped.

‘I saw it too,’ Hugo said, ‘but now it seems to have gone. Feels like we’ve started to curve around to the left, so it will be harder for them to see us. Let’s go quickly.’

The twins pushed themselves onwards like humanoid crabs, digging in with their elbows, but weighed down by their heavy legs. The wren continued to warble up ahead, and the ground began to rise slightly, and then at last Hugo saw a glimmer of light ahead.

‘This must be an exit,’ Hugo called back to his sister.

‘Just be careful coming out, in case one of the men is up there waiting for us,’ Kitty warned.

Hugo could see the entrance ahead and was relieved that there was no sign of a person standing in the burrow. Even so, he dragged his body cautiously up and out of the entrance, bit by bit, in case Tom or Warren was nearby, until he stood up and, making a quick 360-degree scan, was happy to see neither a person nor any torchlight.

He bent down to help his sister up. ‘Coast is clear,’ he said.

‘Phew! We can breathe again,’ Kitty gasped with relief.

She and Hugo brushed off some of the dirt that had caked on their clothing, but the exercise seemed futile.

‘We’ve got to move,’ Hugo said softly. ‘Our pursuers can’t be far behind, either they’re still down the burrow or somewhere nearby in the forest.’

Kitty nodded, then pointed to a nearby tree. ‘Look, our friend’s still here.’

The wren cocked its head from left to right, cheeped loudly and flew down the hill.

The twins took a look around – as much as they could manage in the continuing downpour – and they saw that they were back in the heart of the forest, though this part looked denser than any they’d been through so far.

‘This is clearly a different entrance,’ Kitty said. ‘My guess is we’ve ended up closer to the villa.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right.’

Just then, the bird returned to them, flying frantically in mid-air before circling round and back down the hill.

‘Looks like it’s going our way,’ Kitty said, before starting after the wren.

They jogged steadily for some time, the bird leading the way as before. As their legs tired, the forest was starting to feel endless, which, despite the relief of having not encountered the intruders, was making them feel increasingly ill at ease. Surely they should have arrived back at the villa or at least come to one of the fields on the edge of the forest by now? Maybe they were lost. Their parents had talked about the risk of getting lost in the bush in Australia, though they had said nothing about being chased by gun-wielding criminals at the same time.

The rain started to let up at last and the moon emerged from behind the grey clouds. Hugo wondered how much time had passed, and glanced at his watch to check, only to find that it had stopped dead.

With the improved visibility, the twins could now see the reflections of eyes staring warily out from the trees; most likely possums, they thought. Something leapt from one tree to another, catching their attention. They stopped a moment to watch as a sugar glider sprang out from a tree, stretching its membrane and gliding noiselessly to its sure-footed landing on another distant tree.

The wren flew up and perched itself on a branch, almost as if it was indicating the need for a break in their relentless run. Exhausted as they were, Hugo and Kitty did not object, using the pause to wipe dirt from their faces as they stood under the half-light of the moon. Kitty bent down to remove mud from her socks, and as she did so, noticed something large shuffling nearby. The thing moved forward, edging cautiously towards them, its head arched upward, sniffing the air with curiosity. The twins watched apprehensively as the strange creature emerged from the shadows; the animal was brownish and dog-like, with black stripes running across the length of its body. Its face was thin, and it showed its carnivore’s teeth with a great gaping yawn. The creature regarded them for a moment, then slipped back into the forest like a ghost.

‘Was that…?’ Hugo began in disbelief.

Kitty completed her brother’s sentence with a whisper. ‘A Tasmanian tiger.’
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5. A REMARKABLE CHANGE
 
A heavy silence filled the air with the animal’s sudden departure. The rain had thinned out to occasional droplets, but a breeze continued to blow, chilling the twins in their wet raincoats.

After a moment’s reflection, Hugo broke the silence.

‘Everybody knows that Tasmanian tigers are extinct, so I think we must have just seen a dog,’ he said, though deep down he couldn’t exclude the possibility that it really was the elusive marsupial.

‘Agreed,’ Kitty lied, harbouring the very same feelings as her brother.

‘Remember on the plane, how Mum said that loads of people are always ‘seeing things’ in the bush, things that wouldn’t ordinarily be there. It was probably just a dog – a stripy dog…a stripy dog that looked a lot like a thylacine. That’s a Tasmanian tiger, you know.’ Hearing himself, Hugo was really doubting his own assertion about the animal being a dog.

‘I know what a thylacine is,’ Kitty said hotly. ‘Or was, I should say,’ she added hurriedly, ‘since the animal is long extinct.’

The wren chirruped and fluttered before them, which they took as a sign to keep moving.

‘What is it with this bird?’ Kitty asked.

Hugo glanced at his watch: definitely stopped.

They must have trudged up and down hills for another half an hour or so, until at last they were relieved to see a house up ahead. The lights were on, spurring the twins to quicken their pace to reach it.

The fairywren flew to the lintel over the front door and waited for the twins to arrive. The house was mostly wood and glass, looking curiously like Jon’s home in its chic modernity.

‘Maybe this belongs to one of Jon’s billionaire buddies,’ Kitty said cynically.

As they walked up the path, their way became illuminated by a series of outdoor lights, which flickered on sequentially until they reached the front door, where the sound of birdsong met their ears. Besides their blue friend, there were numerous other birds poking their heads out of specially made nest boxes and chattering away lyrically at the sight of the newcomers, which made the twins smile.

‘You can do the honours,’ Kitty said, as she gestured to the door.

Hugo knocked three times on the sturdy wooden door, and as they waited for a resident to appear, the twins suddenly felt a heightened self-consciousness about their dirty clothes while standing on the threshold of a stranger’s house. Thinking it best to keep Lucas’s invention from prying eyes, Hugo made sure only the Helios Book’s dust jacket was visible, doing his best to tuck it discreetly in amongst the folds of his coat.

As the door opened, the wren flew down from the lintel and stood by Hugo’s feet. In the doorway stood a tall woman of about thirty years of age. She had a striking appearance, with flame red hair and emerald green eyes, and a figure-hugging dress of electric blue. She smelled of flashy perfume, like roses in a tropical garden.

‘It’s you!’ she exclaimed. ‘Do come in.’

Hugo and Kitty were taken aback by her familiarity, with Hugo finally stammering, ‘Th-th-thank you.’

Just as Hugo was stepping forward, the fairywren hopped daintily inside.

‘I didn’t mean you, silly,’ the woman said to Hugo. ‘I meant the bird,’ she said, nodding towards the creature, who chirped a little melody in return.

‘I see,’ Hugo replied sheepishly.

‘And who might you be?’ the lady asked the twins. ‘And why are you quite so dirty?’

‘I’m Hugo, and this is my sister, Kitty.’

‘What lovely names,’ she smiled broadly, revealing perfect white teeth. ‘And is there any reason for your little house call this evening?’ The lady adjusted her dress around her waist, swaying her hips from side to side. ‘I was just planning to go out myself.’

Despite being desperately curious about the relationship between the woman and the wren, Hugo’s brain reminded him of the impending danger they still faced from the men who were hunting them, and he quickly summarised the story of their encounter with the intruders and the pursuit that followed. He was careful to avoid any mention of the Helios Book, since it was still a trade secret, stressing instead that they needed to speak to the police and their parents immediately, asking if the lady could help them. As the story unfolded, the woman looked increasingly thoughtful, glancing surreptitiously at the object Hugo was poorly disguising under his jacket, and back and forth at the wren, who was now well and truly inside the house, before ushering them indoors.

The three of them stood by the wooden dining table at the centre of a large open plan space that combined a kitchen and lounge. Hugo and Kitty cast their eyes around the room, feeling grateful to be indoors at last.

‘My name is Bonnie,’ the woman said.

‘Thank you for letting us come in,’ Hugo said. ‘We’re in a really dangerous situation. We need to phone our parents, and luckily I know my Mum’s mobile number by heart, so it’s probably best if I call her. Is your house far from Villa Ainsworth?’ Hugo felt himself purple slightly with embarrassment as he rushed through the words.

‘Hold on, what was the thing you needed?’ Bonnie asked quizzically.

Hugo hesitated, before replying: ‘A mobile phone. We need to call our parents.’

‘A mobile phone…’ Bonnie repeated his words slowly, looking perplexed.

‘Well, yes, a phone.’

A male voice interrupted Bonnie before she could respond.

‘They mean a colloquium.’

The stranger emerged from a doorway that led out of the kitchen, his white T-shirt displayed a lean and muscular build. He smiled kindly at the children, ruffling his hands through his wet brown hair. Kitty and Hugo managed to offer smiles in return, despite their growing impatience. Looking at the man, there was something familiar about his dark eyes, though it was hard to put a finger on it, a little like spotting an actor in the street who you can’t quite place.

‘Franz, I see you’ve changed,’ Bonnie said to the man.

‘I have indeed,’ he replied. ‘Can I bend your ear for a moment please?’ he said to Bonnie. ‘Just grown-up talk,’ he assured the twins, as the two of them moved over to a corner of the room, Bonnie listening attentively as Franz spoke closely to her.

The twins had assumed that Bonnie was there on her own, especially since she said she was planning to go out, and were taken aback to see the man emerge from inside the house. With Franz and Bonnie having their private conflab, the twins were beginning to feel quite uneasy. Besides, who’s ever heard of a colloquium? The adults were now smiling and looking directly at Hugo and Kitty, increasing their discomfort. Hugo turned away to avoid their gaze, while trying to dream up something to say that would stress the importance of the phone call that he and his sister desperately needed to make. Glancing across to the left side of the room, he noticed a large metal box plugged in to an electricity plug at the base of the wall. Probably some kind of battery charger, he thought, before deciding it was time to interrupt Franz and Bonnie and restart their conversation.

Addressing Franz with some trepidation, he said, ‘Are you an actor? You look sort of familiar.’

‘Do I, Hugo?’ Franz replied mysteriously.

‘How did you know his name’s Hugo?’ Kitty asked.

‘I heard you say your names when you walked in, Kitty,’ Franz replied knowingly.

‘That makes sense, or I guess Bonnie could have told you,’ Kitty said.

‘And you two, I can see you look about the same age, although you look different in many respects. Are you twins?’

‘That’s right. Anyway, we’re in kind of a life and death situation here, and I’m hoping it will conclude with life, not death, so would it please be possible to use your ‘colloquial’ to call our parents and the police?’

‘Colloquium,’ Franz corrected her calmly.

‘What?’ Kitty asked irritably.

‘You mean a colloquium, not a colloquial.’

‘Whatever it’s called, could we use it please?’

Kitty leaned over to Hugo and whispered to him, ‘This is starting to feel a little weird, maybe we should just cut our losses and leave.’

‘Hugo, Kitty, I brought you here because we need your help,’ Franz said earnestly. When Franz spoke, he commanded attention – you wanted to listen to what he had to say, like a politician with a convincing soundbite.

Kitty scrunched up her face. ‘You need our help? I’m not sure whether you heard the story Hugo told in the doorway, but I think we’re the ones who need your help.’

‘That’s correct, and we can help you, too.’

‘Wait, what did you mean when you said you brought us here?’ Hugo asked. ‘Nobody brought us here. We came here by ourselves.’

‘Just by yourselves?’ Franz asked, raising an eyebrow slightly.

‘But that would mean that you’re…’

‘The wren.’

Franz’s words seemed so implausible that Kitty released an involuntary snort of laughter, while Hugo was shocked into silence.

‘I don’t know what makes you say something like that,’ Kitty said. ‘Perhaps you saw the bird hop on in here and it gave you the idea, but we’re really not in the mood for laughs right now.’

‘Then where’s the bird now, Kitty?’ Hugo asked.

‘Hugo’s putting two and two together, I see,’ Franz said.

‘How should I know?’ Kitty replied testily. ‘I haven’t seen every room in the house, have I?’

‘Perhaps a little demonstration will make you reconsider,’ Franz said.

‘Right, let’s see it then,’ Kitty said with a laugh as she crossed her arms. ‘Let’s see you change yourself back into a bird.’

Franz held his palms out before him and took a deep breath in through his nose, looking at both the twins and smiling, who were watching him intently, Kitty with her arms still crossed in disgust at the ridiculous display. Franz had nowhere to hide – no way to conceal himself under a magician’s cloak or in a magic box – but in the blink of an eye, he had suddenly changed from a man into a tiny wren, chirping spiritedly and hopping about their feet.

You could almost hear the twins’ jaws dropping to the floor as they stood completely still in shock.

‘Transfiguration… From a person…into an animal…’ Kitty spluttered in disbelief. ‘It’s not possible…’

‘It’s fantastic…’ an awestruck Hugo chimed in.

Bonnie regarded them with a grin, while Franz was busy jumping about, flicking his tail up and down several times before reverting just as quickly as before back into his human form.

‘I’m sure you both have lots of questions, and Franz and I will tell you everything we can,’ Bonnie said, as the twins stood like rigid statues, mouths agape like mechanical clowns at a fairground water pistol range. ‘First things first, let’s get you cleaned up, you’re quite safe here,’ she assured them.

‘What about our parents?’ Kitty asked slowly, still in a daze. ‘We should let them know.’

‘I’m afraid that’s not possible right now,’ Bonnie said.

‘And why is that?’ Kitty asked, feeling her sense of unease rising again.

‘Because you can’t contact them from Taara,’ Franz said.

‘What’s that?’ Hugo asked.

‘Please save the questions for now, we’ll tell you everything over dinner,’ Franz said calmly, his self-assurance just managing to win the twins over. ‘I’ll show you to the bathroom so you can get tidied up.’

There didn’t seem to be much choice. Lucas’s kidnappers could be nearby, somewhere in the bush outside the house. It was dark and this was the first light they had seen – if they had gotten lost, as they believed, the closest house could be a long way off. Having seen a man transform into a bird and back again, it was all feeling so much like a dream that the twins were privately feeling a sense of inevitability that they would be rudely woken at any moment and all would be back to normal again.

Hugo and Kitty showered and dressed themselves in bathrobes provided by Bonnie, who in the meantime went and washed their clothes. The robes were far too big, since they belonged to Bonnie and Franz, but the twins were grateful to be in dry, clean clothes again.

Walking back into the kitchen, the fragrant smell of coconut milk blended with spices, nuts and freshly cooked vegetables filled the air, the comfort of home cooking easing the twins’ feelings of disquiet, as Bonnie directed them to the dining table. The warm meal was just the thing to cheer the spirit in the wild and blustery weather they had endured.

As the twins ravenously tucked into their food, Franz began: ‘This is Taara, it isn’t a city or a country as you would understand it. It is in fact another world –’

The twins both stopped eating very suddenly, put their cutlery down, and waited for Franz to continue. Despite their hunger, he had their full attention and food could wait.

‘Taara is different from your own world, although in some ways, it could be considered part of the very same world, since it seems that what happens in one place can have an impact on the other. You are now part of a privileged few who know about the existence of the two worlds and who have travelled between them. So, let’s keep it our little secret.’ Franz smiled and shielded his eyes with his hand, an unusual gesture that the twins surmised could be the Taarean sign to hold a secret close.

‘There are several portals that allow movement between your world and ours – and you’ve no doubt twigged that the wombat burrow is one of those. We like to keep the number of people who know about the openings limited because we are concerned about the potential ramifications of too much contact between the worlds.

‘Here in Taara, just like on Earth, there are people and animals who depend on food and water for sustenance, and we breathe oxygen just like you. However, there are some important differences. You see, we used to be on the path to destruction, much like you. Our overconsumption was matched in stupidity only by our poor energy choices. If something could be dug up out of the ground and burned to turn the wheels of industry, then we used that resource. However, people decided that we had to change. This led to better ways of capturing energy from renewable sources, and instead of cutting down trees, we planted them. People were so united in this cause that they stopped fighting each other and put their best efforts into making things right. If a species becomes fragile, we make sure it has the right habitat to thrive again. On our journey here, you may have noticed just such a creature, one that we brought back from the brink, which is no longer present in your world.’

‘The Tasmanian tiger!’ Kitty gasped.

‘That’s right, though we prefer ‘thylacine’,’ Franz continued.

‘Of course,’ Kitty said, glaring at a grinning Hugo.

‘The creatures you might expect to encounter in one place are not necessarily the same as in your world, and the habitats can shift much more quickly, from say, boreal forest to jungle, and we also have some animals that are unknown to you. As to the access points, there are seven portals in total, and each one will take you through a door and into a different part of your world, one for each of your seven continents. The existence of the portals is kept secret by the Society of the Seven Seals, which is grouped into four different clans: Hiiu,Viru,Valga and Rapala. Bonnie and I belong to the Rapala clan, and we work closely with the other clans. Owing to our special powers of transformation we call ourselves Animorphs, and we sometimes use our animal selves when venturing into your world.

‘In order to reduce the risk of discovery, we always enter your world with special permission from the Grand Council of the Society. Sometimes missions take place with representatives from more than one clan to help eliminate rivalries between the groups. We don’t like to interfere with your world much, mostly using our expeditions for scientific means to help us understand the consequences of poor environmental decision-making. Your people have been invaluable in this regard.’

Franz paused to take a mouthful of food, savouring the flavours for a few seconds, before continuing. ‘The situation worked well for a long time, until a terrible phenomenon started to occur, which we believe has links to your world. The first time it happened was about twenty years ago. Out of nowhere, there was a great thunderous sound, like a volcano suddenly erupting, which shocked everyone.’

‘I remember it well,’ Bonnie interjected. ‘I was enjoying a picnic with my family, and when we heard that first dramatic sound, we were absolutely terrified. We didn’t know what was going on.’

‘After heavy booming sounds like deafening drums, things became blurred and shaky,’ Franz said, ‘like everything was about to collapse and dissolve around us. The incident lasted for about a minute and reports later showed that it had happened throughout Taara. Unfortunately, there were casualties, too. The public turned to governments and scientists for answers. They tried their best to explain it as some kind of earthquake or eruption, although none were actually recorded anywhere. It left everyone scratching their heads. We now call these events ‘Blurrings’, and they are becoming increasingly common, often happening several times a week. We are living in a constant state of fear, especially since you never know when they’re going to hit. The Society suspected that it could be linked to your world, so we undertook some expeditions and managed to link the destruction being wrought on Earth to the Blurrings we are experiencing here in Taara.’

‘That sounds awful. Couldn’t you just shut off the portals?’ Kitty asked.

‘As it happens, the portals mostly close themselves over, and are only open at certain times. We did try blocking them off just to check if it had any effect, but it made no difference. Luckily, there is one man in your world who we thought might be able to help us, a man who lives very near the Australian portal. His name is Lucas Aubin.’

‘You know Lucas?’ Kitty said in surprise. ‘He’s our neighbour and he’s kind of the reason we ended up here. He’s been kidnapped, and those men following us wanted to take us too.’

‘I figured as much, that’s why I helped you escape.’

‘Does anyone else from our world know about the portals?’

‘One or two, several perhaps, but no more,’ Franz said confidently.

‘And is everyone an Animorph here in Taara?’ Hugo asked.

‘Of course not, silly,’ Bonnie squealed with laughter. ‘Our transformative powers are another closely guarded secret of the Society. Other than Animorphs, we employ a small group of guards who have no special powers at our branches, but their loyalty is assured, they would never tell anyone.’

‘Lucas had already been conducting his experiments on solar power when we encountered him,’ Franz said. ‘His work sounded close to something we’d already developed a long time ago here, so with the permission of the Grand Council, we shared our device with Lucas.’

Franz paused to take another mouthful of food. ‘Why don’t you open up the box you brought here, Hugo?’ he said. ‘Have a peek inside.’

Realising that Franz must have seen the Helios Book, Hugo fetched it from the room where he changed earlier. He moved his plate aside and set the metal box squarely in front of himself, turning it over so that its handwritten title, The Helios Book, was right side up. He felt down the side of the case and found two latches, flicking them open to reveal the shiny device within. It was made up of silvery panels, interspersed with what looked like tiny glass mirrors. Just as Lucas had said, it was about the size of a weighty novel. There were some electronic buttons on one side, and on the back Hugo found a circular button, which, when pushed, released the pins for an electric socket.

‘Notice any similarities?’ Franz said, pointing to the appliance on the wall that Hugo had observed earlier. ‘Go on, why don’t you both take a look.’

The twins did as Franz had instructed, finding that the two devices were very similar, except that the buttons on the wall device were glowing blue, most likely because it was currently in use.

‘This means that Lucas wasn’t telling the truth when he said that he invented the Helios Book. He made it sound like he did it all on his own,’ Hugo uttered with more than a trace of disappointment.

‘Let’s just say that he bent the truth slightly in order to keep Taara a secret,’ Franz said.

‘He also showed us the wombat burrow,’ Kitty added, ‘so perhaps he wanted us to come to Taara eventually.’

Franz and Bonnie shot each other unsettled looks before Franz recommenced his narrative. ‘Lucas Aubin had been busy with his own invention, but he still had a distance to go. We showed him everything he needed to make it work, all of which is available on your Earth. We Animorphs have been working with Lucas, however, it has not been an easy journey because things do not always work in the same way in your world as they do in Taara. Besides which, we had to be sure that Lucas could manufacture his Helios Book on his own, since he would need to be able to replicate it without revealing the secret of our world.

‘When I saw you, I was going to visit Lucas to check on progress, and from what you tell me, it seems that he’s finally got it working completely. Of course, you know the rest. I didn’t see Lucas get taken, but I was near the edge of the forest when those men fired at you, and when I got closer, I…’ he hesitated, ‘... I looked into your eyes, and I could see your fear. The best thing I could do was to lead you into Taara to escape them.’

Kitty felt an icy chill. ‘Those guys shot at us?’ she said in disbelief. ‘Why didn’t you turn into a person and help us that way?’

‘You might have assumed that I was working with the men with guns. Although Lucas has been kidnapped, at least the criminals don’t have the device.’

‘That’s true,’ Hugo agreed, glancing at the Helios Book, which seemed more precious by the minute. ‘Can we just go back into our world with the device now?’

‘Unfortunately, we can’t do that because it’s closed now and won’t reopen again for another week,’ Franz said.

‘Another week?’ Hugo and Kitty cried in unison.

‘Our parents will be sick with worry,’ Hugo cried, wringing his hands impatiently.

‘And what will happen to poor Lucas in that time?’ Kitty asked.

‘Hold on,’ Franz said, holding up his hands in an appeal for calm. ‘In certain months, time on Earth moves slower than in Taara, and in other periods the opposite is true. Fortunately, in the current month, time slows down on Earth, so a week here may only amount to a few hours there. On the day the portal next opens, you have a full twelve hours to use the portal, from midday until midnight.’

The twins breathed a sigh of relief as Franz continued. ‘While you are staying in Taara, we’d like you to help us deal with a little issue that has reared up. One of the four clans has objected to us giving Taarean technology to Lucas. They say that giving it up was too risky, that Taara would be discovered, and if nothing else, Taara should at least receive some sort of compensation from the venture.’

‘But that’s –’ Kitty interjected.

‘I know, I know… Luckily, they were overruled when the initial decision to help Lucas was made, but they’re making noises again, and they want to claim back the technology, even though most of us believe that the device will help stop the Blurrings. If the dissenting clan sways others to join them the result could be conflict between the clans, which may have unintended consequences for Earth itself. Tomorrow morning, Bonnie and I would like to escort you to the city of Kenalinn, the site of our regional headquarters, so that you can help us advocate for Lucas to keep the device as ambassadors for Earth.’
 
Ambassadors for Earth? To the twins, that sounded like a lot of responsibility.

Seeing their apprehensive faces, Franz spoke persuasively, ‘I’ll do a lot of the talking, but your presence will help me convince them, since you can talk about the value of the Helios Book too.’ He paused, allowing the twins to think for a moment. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in, and it’s a lot to ask, but what do you say?’

‘I can’t see why we wouldn’t help you,’ Kitty said. ‘After all, you saved us from the men with the gun, and I’m still processing the fact that they actually fired on us. You helped provide Lucas with this amazing technology, and if you need us to argue for the Helios Book’s value, then I’d be happy to help.’

Hugo nodded in agreement.

Bonnie looked pleased, and put her arm affectionately around Franz’s shoulder, as if congratulating him on his success.

‘That’s settled then,’ Franz said, ‘tomorrow morning we’ll make our way to Kenalinn to meet with the Grand Council, and on the way you’ll be able to enjoy the many wonders of Taara.’

Bonnie was smiling broadly at the twins from her partner’s side, prompting Kitty to bring her back into the conversation.

‘We’ve seen Franz transform into a beautiful wren, but what about you, Bonnie? What can you turn into?’ Kitty asked.

‘You’ll just have to wait and see,’ she replied with a smile, now massaging Franz’s shoulder.

The twins were shown to the study, where two trundle beds had been set up for the night, and Kitty immediately selected one and slid into bed. On the desk, Hugo noticed a bunch of paperclips in an open tumbler that contained an assortment of stationery odds and ends. Much to his sister’s annoyance, as she disliked fidgeting, Hugo enjoyed toying with paperclips as a means of relaxation – running the metal clasp between his thumb and forefinger, flicking it up and down, bending it back and forth. The whole process felt satisfyingly meditative. He picked up a paperclip and turned it over between his fingers, looking about the room until his eyelids suddenly felt very heavy. Acknowledging his weariness, he placed the paperclip back on the desk to settle down for the night. As they were bedding down in a study, the office-style blinds in the window allowed light in through the slats to partially illuminate the room.

Once Hugo was lying down comfortably under his covers, Kitty turned to face her brother and said in hushed tones, ‘Do you trust them? I mean, Bonnie wouldn’t even tell us what kind of animal she changes into.’

‘I think we have to,’ Hugo replied quietly. ‘They seem genuine, and who’s going to argue with a bloke who can turn from a bird into a man and back again? Anyway, what choice have we got?’

Kitty nodded in the half light.

‘I just wish Mum and Dad were here,’ Hugo said haltingly. ‘I mean, those guys fired at us.’ Suddenly, he was overcome with emotion: his fears, tiredness, and homesickness all wrapped up into one enormous bubble that burst open as he started to cry, doing his best to muffle his sobs in the bedclothes.

Kitty got up and sat on the end of her brother’s bed. She put her arm warmly around him and looked reassuringly at him with her hazel and blue eyes. ‘Don’t worry, bro, we’ll get through this together, I’m sure of it.’

Hugo smiled back, grateful for his sister’s affection, as he managed to hold back further tears and dried his eyes.

Yet Kitty was also feeling anxious, and she lay awake for some time, thinking about the strange things that had happened to them, and wondering what was yet to come.
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6. PROCEEDINGS AT HEADQUARTERS

Hugo awakened before Kitty did, the delicious smell of freshly baked bread and fried bacon and eggs wafting into the room. Hugo’s first thought was that one of his parents was making breakfast, but seeing yesterday’s clothes dried and pressed and neatly placed on a chair by the door, he realised he was still in Taara.

As the twins were leaving the room, Hugo picked up last night’s paperclip from the desk, and one more for good measure, neatly slipping them into his jeans pocket.

Kitty said teasingly, ‘That’s right, make sure you have something to toy with later on, you silly boy.’

Hugo stuck out his tongue and crossed his eyes in reply.

The breakfast was delicious: bacon and eggs with crusty seeded bread and a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice were just the thing to refuel after the previous day.

‘Best bacon and eggs ever,’ Hugo declared as he wolfed down the food.

‘Thank you,’ Franz said, ‘except that’s not real bacon, but a vegetable substitute.’

Hugo was shocked; he had eaten meat substitutes before but never like this. The bacon was so flavourful, so crispy, so ‘bacony’.

‘People eat very little meat in Taara these days,’ Franz explained, ‘but there was such fondness for the taste of bacon that a substitute was created that was every bit as good, but much better for you. Eat your fill and we’ll set off straight away to Kenalinn.’

‘Maybe we should ditch the Helios Book and go with the bacon substitute instead,’ Kitty joked to her brother.

Stepping outside, the twins were thankful to see a much brighter place after yesterday’s tempest. Franz emerged from a garage driving a near-silent, sleek red sportscar, like a supercar without the noise. The twins immediately spotted a solar device on the side of the vehicle, and thought about what Lucas had said about the possible uses of the Helios Book.

‘Wow, what a car,’ Hugo said.

‘We call this a kiir-auto,’ Franz said. ‘This model runs directly on a solar charger. Our superhighways are designed to be as safe as possible, so these can be comfortably driven at two hundred kilometres per hour or more.’

They set off through the forest road, the twins leaning forward from the back seat to look at the dashboard display that showed images of nearby objects.

‘If anything gets too close, the kiir-auto takes evasive action with minimal human involvement. They’re basically self-driving, but I like to drive it myself sometimes, just for the pleasure of it,’ Franz said.

The drive on the highway was smooth and fast, and Hugo and Kitty soon felt at ease despite the terrific speed, and the twins were quickly spellbound by the beauty of Taara. They drove past vast forests, wild mountains, and pristine lakes and rivers; everywhere they looked was alive with life – wildflowers teeming with butterflies and other winged creatures, and great flocks of birds flying overhead. Kitty recognised a vast cluster of passenger pigeons, which, like the Tasmanian tiger, had gone extinct not so very long ago on Earth.

‘Curious,’ Kitty said. ‘I thought the passenger pigeon lived in North America.’

‘Don’t forget, our world isn’t the same as yours,’ Franz said. ‘Now take a look at the trees on our left.’ He slowed the kiir-auto while the twins scanned the trees until they spotted a baby chimpanzee clinging to its mother’s back as she leapt gracefully from one branch to another.

‘You don’t get those in North America,’ Franz said.

The roads seemed designed to fit around the wild spaces, rather than plough straight through them,with wildlife corridors snaking under and over the superhighway. They travelled over lush forest on long suspension bridges supported by enormous pillars; at other times zooming through underground tunnels at the base of mountains. Emerging from one of these tunnels, the endless blue of the ocean revealed itself in the distance, like a gigantic sapphire blanket, sparkling in the sun.

‘The road doesn’t get too close to the sea along here, but if you want to take a closer look, be my guest,’ Franz said, pressing some buttons on the dashboard, which had the effect of turning the vehicle’s passenger windows into black screens. Moments later, those screens had transformed into a close-up view of the sea.

‘What you’re seeing now is live, a few kilometres out to sea, in the direction the car is pointing,’ Franz said.

A pod of dolphins was busy corralling a densely packed school of fish, which were leaping out of the water in a desperate bid to escape their hunters. Further afield, they could just make out a blue whale and her calf swimming out to the open sea.

‘Whale and calf,’ Franz stated clearly to the dash.

The camera zoomed closer to the whales, capturing clear images of their enormous eyes, as the mother and calf swam side by side.

The scene was interrupted by a sudden beeping noise.

‘That’s the colloquium,’ Franz said. ‘Excuse me.’

He fitted an earpiece and pressed a button, and the twins noticed a single word appear on the dash: Andras.

‘Hello. Yes, it’s Franz. Sure, they’re with me now,’ he said. He paused a moment before continuing, ‘Not to worry, we’ll be there on time. See you soon.’

Franz pressed another button as he removed the earpiece, smiled, and made eye contact with the twins in the rear-view mirror.

‘Our colloquium is very like your telephone,’ he said. ‘That was the leader of our Rapala clan, and he’s very much looking forward to meeting you. Not much longer to go now.’

About an hour later, the traffic became heavier, slowing them down, and more and more houses appeared as the road changed from a superhighway to a tree-lined avenue. Many of the houses were like Franz and Bonnie’s, with special places to accommodate wildlife under and above the structures.

After driving through the suburbs, they arrived in the commercial heart of the city; yet even here, amidst the tall towers that rose up from the ground, there were plenty of trees and other plants in every conceivable place – beside footpaths, atop buildings, and climbing up walls.

‘Welcome to Kenalinn,’ Franz said cheerily, as he steered the kiir-auto off the main thoroughfare and on to smaller city streets.

‘We’re coming up to the Society’s building in a bit,’ Franz said. ‘We’ve got just enough time to grab some lunch before the meeting, and I know the perfect place. Just act like a local and try to avoid speaking to any strangers.’

The phrase ‘just act like a local’ had the effect of making the twins feel very self-conscious, as if it would be obvious to everyone that they weren’t from around here.

Franz pointed towards the restaurant he’d chosen, and as they walked towards it, they noticed a man with a big handlebar moustache and a jolly face selling something from a street cart. At first sight, they looked like bright pink berries, but when some children requested some from the seller, he put them into a pan and held it over a flame. Moments later, a colourful firework display erupted over the bowl, delighting the onlookers before transforming into caramelised popcorn.

‘We call those popping berries,’ Bonnie explained. ‘If you like, we can have some at the end of –’

Bonnie was interrupted mid-flow by a thundering drumming noise that rapidly grew faster and louder, causing a piercing pain to ring through their ears like a drill, boring into their skulls and rattling their brains. As the sound intensified, the ground felt as if it was shaking, as if the world was going to disintegrate beneath their feet, and Hugo and Kitty tried to steady themselves from toppling over.

‘It’s a Blurring!’ Franz cried. ‘Cover your ears and copy me!’

Holding Bonnie by the hand, he squatted down and darted to the edge of a nearby building. Clutching on to each other, Hugo and Kitty did likewise. They could see people in vehicles stopping and covering their ears, leaping out of their cars to try to reach buildings for cover. Debris was flying violently around the street – rubbish from upturned bins, the snapped branches of trees, and somewhere nearby glass shattered from a window. The street cart had overturned, and the pink berries had scattered over the ground, the vendor using his arms to try to shelter his young customers from projectiles.

The twins reached Franz and Bonnie, copying their gesture of sitting with their backs against the wall and leaning forward in a brace position, as you might do on airplane, pressing their ears tightly with their hands. The roar was deafening now. The world seemed to lurch from side to side in one moment, then circle round and round the next. Everything became a terrifying blur, and they could feel the energy draining from their bodies. Hugo retched repeatedly as the dizzying effect took hold and he felt completely helpless, as if he was being tossed about like a floppy ragdoll. Their heads pulsated with an intense throbbing, and they squinted with half-closed eyes, straining to see what was going on, fearing for their lives. What the twins could see out of tiny cracks of vision was very disturbing: several people nearby were slumped forward, completely motionless, and the siblings wondered whether they had fainted or something worse.

Time slowed as agony took hold of every living thing and shook it to the core, until eventually the drumming retreated, and the spinning slowed. The sounds of sirens, screaming and crying could be heard through the final stages of the din. Hugo and Kitty slowly opened their eyes and looked about at the surrounding disorder. People were gradually getting up and moving on from their places of refuge, though a few of them remained still.

They were suddenly confronted by two sturdy hands reaching down to help the twins to their feet. Still woozy, without looking up, the twins assumed that it must be Franz and extended their hands, allowing themselves to be raised up from the ground.

‘Easy, take it easy,’ said a deep baritone voice.

Hugo and Kitty were surprised to see that it wasn’t Franz, but a tall, imposing man with broad shoulders and a great mop of dark curly hair. His eyes were kind, and he smiled warmly at the twins.

‘Are you all right?’ the man asked.

‘Yes, fine thanks,’ Kitty said, nervously adding some words in the hope of sounding more like a local. ‘Another day, another Blurring,’ the girl immediately feeling a pang of regret that it sounded so flippant.

A frosty voice spoke behind them. It was Franz.

‘We’ll take it from here, thank you, Rufus,’ he said, swiftly stepping beside Kitty, while Bonnie loomed next to Hugo in double-quick time.

The man’s eyes darted from Franz to Bonnie, and he let go of the children’s hands, saying, ‘See you soon,’ before moving off to check on some others nearby.

‘You have now experienced for yourselves the terror of the Blurrings,’ Franz said.

Looking at the static people slumped on the floor, Kitty asked in horror, ‘Those people who aren’t moving, they’re not…?’

‘Dead? One or two, most likely. You see now why we need your help just as much as you need ours.’

‘And that man,’ Hugo asked, ‘who was he? What did he mean when he said “see you soon”?’

‘Rufus,’ Franz replied through gritted teeth. ‘He’s from the Viru clan. He is one of the unbelievers.’

The word ‘unbelievers’ sounded combative to the twins.

‘We have tried involving them in Lucas’s work on his Helios Book, but they don’t believe that the device can make a difference,’ Franz’s voice rose slightly. ‘Rufus will be at the meeting in an hour’s time. We’ll need all your help convincing him and other unbelievers that Lucas should keep his Helios Book and put it to good use.’

The twins’ reluctant responsibility now felt like even more of a burden with their heightened anxiety. Hugo reacted by clutching the Helios Book more tightly in his hands. They certainly didn’t want to get mixed up in Taarean politics; they wanted to help in this strange new world, but their primary concern was getting safely back home and making sure Lucas was alright.

After an unsettled lunch, during which the twins kept recalling the horror of the Blurring, the four of them walked towards the Society of the Seven Seals, while the city authorities continued their work ferrying away the last of the injured and sweeping up debris.

Hugo and Kitty continued to marvel at the greenness of the city. The noisy sounds of an Earth city were replaced here by a chorus of birdsong, a mixture of the familiar and the exotic, with toucans roosting alongside blue tits and starlings. Leaving a maze of narrow, winding streets, the group came to a wide blue river, and Franz gestured to an arched bridge.

‘We’ll cross the bridge over there and come to our building soon afterwards.’

As a secret organisation, the exterior to the Animorphs’ headquarters was very unassuming, resembling a modest apartment building with brickwork covered in flowering vegetation, which was commonplace in the city. Franz pressed some digits into a security panel, the door clicked open, and they stepped inside. The entrance was a small, self-contained room, where they were met by a man who looked like a guard, wearing a simple blue uniform with some kind of holster around his waist, though no gun was visible. After greeting Franz and Bonnie like old familiars, he frisked each person as they entered.

‘Just a precaution,’ Franz told the twins. ‘There are no guns in Taara, but knives and other things can be dangerous.’

They left the small entrance room through a second door that led to a grand and spacious lobby of white marble, a winding circular staircase guiding their eyes up to a great skylight overhead. People were moving about the room, chatting and mingling with each other, some of them noticing the twins’ arrival and gesturing with differing degrees of subtlety within their groups. Bonnie had spotted a circle of acquaintances sipping on drinks, and had hurried over, where she leaned in and spoke to her friends, motioning with her elegant long fingers at the twins.

A balding, rotund man, smartly dressed in a black suit with a red silk sash draped across his chest – resembling a kind of self-important mayor, the twins thought to themselves – walked into the lobby to greet the new arrivals. ‘Welcome to the Society of the Seven Seals,’ he said, making eye contact with both of them.

‘You must be Hugo and Kitty. My name is Andras.’

The twins shook hands politely with Andras, who stooped so far forward to meet their eyes once more that it looked as if he might topple over.

‘To introduce myself further,’ Andras said, ‘I’m the head of the Rapala clan and you’re very welcome as our honoured guests at the Society headquarters.’

He leaned in close to the twins and spoke softly, as if bending their ears in confidence for some secret purpose. ‘I understand that Franz has told you everything you need to know. Don’t be nervous – we’ll make sure we settle this today among our esteemed members.’ He resumed his normal volume, ‘Our meeting’s about to get started, and I see no reason to hold up proceedings. Let’s go into the Great Hall – allow me to lead the way.’

The high ceiling of the expansive Great Hall was decorated with painted wooden carvings of plants and animals, most of them known to the twins, though others had them scratching their heads. One animal looked as big as an elephant, except that instead of a trunk and tusks, it had an enormous porcine snout covered in terrifying spikes. A bird that appeared unexceptional at first, on closer inspection revealed feet that were closer to those of a person, its five stubby toes gripping a tree branch, and a mysterious underwater plant grasped at large fish and other creatures with its tentacle-like stems. Perhaps they were unique to Taara, or maybe they were life forms that were long extinct in their own world.

Elegant red lounges were dotted around the sides of the room, a magnificent glass chandelier hovering importantly at its centre. The room had been set up with benches and chairs, which were filling up with people as they wrapped up their conversations and moved to take their seats. There were perhaps forty or fifty people in the room altogether. A raised platform had been erected to face the other seats, with four carved wooden chairs positioned behind a long table on top of the podium. Three elderly, solemn people – one man and two women – all dressed in dark colours and each sporting a different coloured sash, were sitting on three of the seats, with a vacant higher-backed chair positioned at their centre. Two empty, simple chairs stood at the foot of the platform.

As Hugo and Kitty walked in, guided by Franz, a hubbub rose to a brief crescendo, then fell away, a silence gradually sweeping through the room, followed by more murmurings in quietened tones. The twins spotted Rufus, the man from the Blurring. Like the others, he had turned to watch them as they entered, following them with his eyes and offering up a faint smile of recognition. The smile seemed sincere, which felt at odds with Franz’s assertion that Rufus was of the ‘unbelievers’ who needed convincing of the Helios Book’s importance.

Andras waved casually at the audience, who were clearly waiting for him to take his seat, then paused at the foot of the podium and ushered the twins to the two chairs before it.

‘Please take these seats,’ he told them, taking the steps onto the platform where his vacant chair was waiting, while Franz and Bonnie took up places in the front row.

Another guard in uniform came and stood near the twins, his sudden appearance taking them by surprise. The guard had a small, neat moustache, and looked very earnest, but avoided eye contact with the twins.

‘Good afternoon, everyone,’Andras said in a powerful voice, placing his arms on the rests of his chair and neatening his crimson sash. ‘Welcome to this special session of the Grand Council of the Society of the Seven Seals.’

‘I didn’t know this was going to be so formal,’ Kitty whispered to Hugo, feeling perplexed. ‘This place is set up like a court room.’

Hugo leaned in close to his sister, pressing his thumb to indicate the guard, who was now standing behind them. ‘I don’t like this guy standing so close.’

‘Let’s begin the proceedings,’ Andras said, glancing left and right to those on the podium, who nodded their assent.

Kitty felt her hunch confirmed by the word ‘proceedings’, and not in a good way; it was the second time Andras had used the word.

‘I hereby submit, as President of the Australis continent of the Animorphs’ Society of the Seven Seals, that on this historic day, we are gathered here to judge the suitability of the sacrifices for their purpose.’

Hugo and Kitty’s hearts skipped a beat. Sacrifices?

Hugo turned to Franz. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

Franz’s reply was frosty. ‘Shhhh, be patient.’

‘We have been suffering the terrible destruction of the Blurrings for far too long, and today we are mercifully presented with an opportunity to end it all. Let us start with you, Franz. Give us the evidence, the Grand Council is listening.’

Franz stood up and thanked Andras for his introduction, positioning himself near the edge of the podium’s base so that he was facing both the audience and the stage.

‘As you all know, we have been in contact with an Earthen man, Lucas, for some years,’ Franz began.

Had he said ‘Earthen man’ in a distinctly condescending tone? The twins wondered.

‘He has visited Taara and we have generously shown him our secrets so that he can create a solar device for use in his world. The decision to provide the details of the device was not taken lightly, since we know that there is always a risk involved in revealing anything to the those beyond Taara, the people of Earth. The last thing we want is to see our beloved Taara overrun by them. But now the opportunity has come to eliminate the Blurrings altogether, without needless waiting on some untested theory that the solar device will have any positive impact in Taara.’

Andras was positively beaming, but Hugo and Kitty were feeling very confused – Franz no longer sounded like he believed in the Helios Book project.

‘I will be brief, since we have already waited so long. You will recall that our dearly departed, most esteemed leader,Tyrone of the Rapala clan, was a great seer who foretold that two children would one day come to us from the human world – a pair of twins, a boy and a girl. And that each of those children would have different coloured eyes.’ He enunciated the last three words very slowly for full dramatic effect: different – coloured – eyes.

‘Stand up and face the audience, please children,’ Franz said, nodding at Andras, who returned an approving look.

Hugo and Kitty had been bullied in the past over their heterochromia, but they had never been put on display for it before. If they had been in a classroom, a gymnasium, a supermarket, or just about any public place they could think of, the twins would have met the request with a witty remark, putting an end to the situation. Yet here in Taara, they didn’t have a lot of choice, so reluctantly did as they were asked, feeling very uncomfortable in this strange parade.

‘Observe – these Earthen children, called Hugo and Kitty, each have a hazel and a blue eye. After all this time of waiting, the chosen ones have come at last.’

This was getting really creepy. What did he mean by ‘chosen ones’? Chosen for what?

The audience murmured, and Hugo and Kitty could hear some of their words – ‘two different colours’…‘twins’… ‘Earth’…‘a boy and a girl’…‘stop the Blurrings’… Some of the crowd pointed and made outlines of the children with their fingers in the air, as if anatomically labelling and dissecting them.

Franz allowed the murmurs to subside before continuing, ‘I think that we cannot wait for the solar device to work its magic and make some sort of gradual improvement for the benefit of Earth. When I saw these two specimens at the old inventor’s house, I knew that it was my responsibility to lead them here to fulfil their sacrificial destiny, so that we can save Taara from destruction. Guard, the prisoners may be seated now.’

The guard motioned sternly at Hugo and Kitty to sit, and they sank heavily back down, feeling sick to the stomach; Franz had lied to them, instead of helping them, he had been luring them into a trap, and they felt completely betrayed.

Feeling her blood run hot, Kitty stood up, and words burst out angrily. ‘Is this some sort of joke?’ she cried.

The guard fiercely told her to shut her mouth and sit down.
 
Franz resumed his speech, saying officiously, ‘I submit to the Grand Council that these two specimens be taken to the sacrificial chamber and eliminated. Furthermore, after this action is complete, I suggest that we send a group to target the old man Lucas, given what he knows, and what a danger it represents to the Taara. It goes without saying,’ he continued, walking closer to the children and standing over them menacingly, ‘that the device – the Helios Book, as the old man calls it – should remain in the possession of the Council, since it is the only genuine working example of such an apparatus manufactured in Earth’s conditions.’ He snatched the Helios Book from Hugo’s hands and placed it on the table before Andras.

‘I invite the Council to consider all these facts in making this important decision, one that I feel will affect Taara forever,’ Franz concluded.

Some of the audience clapped when the speech was over, while Andras smiled arrogantly and leaned back into his chair.

The twins’ heads were swimming. Their sacrificial roles were abundantly clear, and as they were struggling with this harsh realisation, voices were rising up from all sides of the hall, growing steadily louder. ‘This is the way to stop the Blurrings,’ said one. ‘They fit the description perfectly,’ said another.

Andras was preparing to speak, when a deep voice rose up from among the throng.

‘Permission to speak in defence of the children,’ said the voice, a big man rising from the middle of the audience and stepping forward – it was Rufus, the so-called ‘unbeliever’.

Andras looked to Franz for a cue, who shrugged his shoulders, apparently unconcerned.

‘Granted, Rufus,’ Andras returned.

Rufus thanked him, standing to the side of the podium much as Franz had, and addressed the crowd and Council members alike. ‘Dear friends, we cannot allow these children to be executed. For that is what it would be – an execution. They are innocent of any wrongdoing, and this so-called prophecy is nothing more than a distraction from the real work, which has always been to find a means of stopping the Blurrings. We know that our worlds are interconnected, that what happens in one place may impact the other, but killing these children is simply irrational. I know we are all fed up with the havoc caused by the Blurrings, and I want to stop them as much as anybody, but I ask the Council to set aside their emotional responses and think logically.

‘Tyrone was a great leader, and although it’s true that some of his predictions came true, he was given to occasional ramblings in his final years. They were written down and believed because he was wise and respected, but also because we didn’t have any answers at our disposal. However, with Lucas making his own version of the device, we’re closer than ever to finding a real solution, but we have to hang on just a little bit more.’

Franz rose suddenly from his seat. ‘I defy the very notion that Tyrone was not a great and trusted prophet. And besides, we can’t wait that long, Rufus,’ he cried. ‘We’re done, spent! Fed up with Earth’s destruction and its impact on our world.’

Murmurs of approval and spontaneous applause broke out in some sections of the hall.

‘I think that the Viru clan is jealous,’ Franz sneered sensing opportunity. ‘The Rapala clan has held the presidency of the Council more times than any other, and in your jealously, you yourself wish to hold sway over decision making. I say the time for waiting is over, it’s time for action,’ he cried in a shrill voice, invoking outbreaks of cheering, making the twins more fearful than ever. A lump formed uncomfortably in Hugo’s throat, but his mouth felt so dry that he couldn’t begin to swallow it down.

‘I agree that it would appear coincidental that these children match Tyrone’s vision, but that’s all it is – a coincidence,’ Rufus said calmly. Turning from the audience to the podium, he uttered, ‘I implore everyone here, and in particular the Council leaders, to consider the value in sacrificing these children. You know in your hearts there is nothing to be gained from it.’

Franz gave little room for reflection. ‘Let’s not forget one further thing,’ he said, ‘which evidence requires me to submit ¬– Rufus has a vested interest in protecting these children. After all, he is married to a woman from their world, and consequently seems to fancy himself as their protector. I wonder whose interest he really has at heart – ours or theirs?’

Married to someone from their world?This was an intriguing development to the twins. Judging by Rufus’s willingness to publicly defend them, he now seemed the furthest from an ‘unbeliever’ in the entire room.

‘Indeed, it’s fair to say that Rufus, in marrying this person, has pushed the very boundaries of what is acceptable within our Society,’ Franz chortled.

‘That’s got nothing to do with it,’ Rufus said indignantly. ‘The Council agreed that Veronica can be present at these assemblies. She has solemnly sworn not to discuss what goes on here, either in Taara or on Earth.’

The twins looked to the space that Rufus had vacated to speak to the audience, and saw a striking, olive-skinned woman with dark hair and red lips, tilting her head nervously downwards under the glare of so many eyes.

‘I think we’ve heard enough,’ interjected Andras from the podium. ‘There will be a ten-minute recess while the Council deliberates on this matter. Guard, keep a watchful eye, and ensure the prisoners remain seated.’

The guard stood with hands on hips in front of the twins. Like the man at the building entrance, he wore a belt with a kind of holster on his left side; Hugo and Kitty could only wonder what kind of weapon it might contain.

Several members of the audience stood up and chatted, while the clan leaders on the platform deliberated among themselves.

‘What on earth are we going to do?’ Hugo said quietly.

‘I never knew our heterochromia would turn us into celebrities,’ Kitty muttered grimly.

The twins looked over at Rufus, who stood nearby and had been joined by the woman who was obviously his wife, Veronica. They were talking closely, periodically glancing at the twins with worried expressions. At least they felt like allies, but what hope did they have against a roomful of opponents?

The twins’ anxious thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a force of nature that sent the room rocking from side to side like a rudderless ship tossed about by fearsome waves to the beat of menacing drums. In the roaring noise and the shifting ground, their heads throbbed with instant pain. It was another Blurring.
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7. HUNTERS AND HUNTED
 
The Blurring that had suddenly erupted was more powerful than the last. For one thing, the drumming was louder and more insistent, and the shaking of the ground felt so powerful that the building seemed to sway as if it would topple over at any moment. The result was instant chaos. Like many others, Hugo and Kitty were knocked to the ground by the very force of it. The judges on the platform fell backwards out of their chairs. All around, people were grappling about for something to cling onto, while desperately trying to block their ears to protect themselves from the cacophonous noise.

As their vision blurred and the dizziness worsened, the twins half closed their eyes in wincing pain, while trying to take hold of the side of the podium to help find some balance in the confusion. As luck would have it, a great seismic lurch tipped the Helios Book off the platform and into Hugo’s hands.

The moustachioed guard was on the floor only a few metres from the twins, struggling to crawl towards them to stop them from making an escape. Hugo and Kitty edged away, sliding along the bottom of the podium, though the guard was quicker than they were, and he crept ever closer. Moments before he reached them, however, the imposing figure of Rufus crashed down between the twins and the guard, blocking his path.

The guard drew his weapon from its holster. Instead of a gun, it appeared to be some sort of rod, which he flicked open, extending it to the length of a sword. He prodded Rufus in the leg, who convulsed and howled in pain, clutching the place where he’d been struck. The rod was fitted with some sort of electrical charge, and the twins were horrified by the look on Rufus’s face. Rufus was down, but not out, and he acted swiftly to retaliate; he kicked the guard’s hand forcefully, knocking the weapon free. The guard watched it skittle across the floor between groups of people writhing in pain, looking up just in time to see the flash of Rufus’s fist slamming hard into his nose.

Wasting no time, Rufus got to his feet. In spite of the Blurring, he seemed like an unstoppable force.

‘Come with me, quickly!’ he shouted to Hugo and Kitty.
 
For the second time that day, Rufus offered his hands in assistance to the twins, and for the second time they gladly accepted, scrambling to their feet as best they could. No sooner were they up, though, when a sudden upheaval knocked Kitty out of Rufus’s grasp, sending her to a hard landing on her side. This time it was Veronica who helped raise Kitty off the floor.

Through half-closed eyes, the twins could see Franz getting up off the ground, steadying himself on the side of the podium and advancing slowly in their direction. He seemed to have sustained an injury, as there was blood on his right cheek and ear. He pressed his hand against the wound and flinched in pain before extending a bloody finger and pointing at the fleeing group. ‘Stop them!’ he screamed.

The twins felt themselves being ferried along by Rufus and Veronica. Most of the crowd were instinctively sitting in a brace position on the floor, focussed on their own safety and trying to suppress the pain they were feeling, and though some of them rose up and tried to stop the escapees, Rufus bowled them over with shoves from his elbows and outstretched hands. In their hazy state it was difficult to see properly, but the doorway from the hall was illuminated by a red neon light positioned overhead, and they stumbled towards their goal.

Another guard leapt swiftly in front of the door as they made their approach, releasing the stick from his holster. He studied Rufus warily, as if anticipating a sudden move from the burly man while trying to maintain his own equilibrium. The intensity of the Blurring was lessening now, and the children could see Andras and Bonnie advancing steadily behind them.

Glancing over his shoulder, Hugo gasped in horror as he witnessed Bonnie make a sudden, unnerving transformation; she had become a tiger. Opening up her jaws, she produced an ear-splitting roar, swishing her tail from side to side like a heavy pendulum, as she padded determinedly forward, like a mighty cat in pursuit of its tiny prey.

Hearing the thunderous growl, Rufus followed suit and morphed into his animal self, instantaneously becoming a sugar glider. Hugo and Kitty felt a pang of disappointment as they stumbled forward, wondering what sort of resistance a small marsupial could muster against a tiger. Their question was promptly answered, however, as Rufus leapt from the ground and onto Veronica’s shoulders, from where he sprung straight into the face of the guard at the door. He clawed at the man’s face, who threw his arms up and yelled in pain, crashing to the ground in a jumbled heap.

Rufus promptly changed back into his human form and stood fully erect to face Bonnie as she arched her back, preparing to pounce. However, the confrontation wasn’t to be, as Hugo flung open the door, and the small group dashed through, slamming the door after them in an instant. From behind the closed door, they heard a great thud as Bonnie crashed into it with all the weight of her tiger’s body, splintering some of the door in the process.

The foursome dashed towards the building exit, scrambling desperately to put as much distance between themselves and the tiger, as well as any others who might pursue them. If they could just reach the street, Bonnie might not dare risk exposing herself in her animal form, as a wild tiger would be unwelcomed in the centre of a city, even one like Kenalinn.

The guard at the entrance, still groggy from the Blurring, saw the commotion and swayed into an upright position at the sight of the people running towards him. Seeing him draw his rod from his holster, an idea sprang into Kitty’s head.

‘Someone’s transformed into a tiger and can’t be controlled,’ she shouted, pointing behind her. ‘She’s gone berserk!’

The guard saw the tiger bounding after them and leapt back in alarm. He pocketed the weapon and quickly opened the door to the entrance room to let the four runners in, shutting it forcefully behind them, as the foursome dashed out the front and onto the street.

After the Blurring, the sunlight felt harsh on the aching heads of the fugitives as they emerged panting on the street. The people outside were just beginning their customary mop-up, staggering uneasily to their feet, and didn’t pay the group any special attention.

Squinting in the light, Rufus scanned the street with military precision and turned his head left to right, before instructing, ‘Go left, quickly,’ racing off to the lead the way.

‘Let’s see who can keep up with Rufus,’ Kitty challenged Hugo.

‘You’re on,’ he said.

They dashed down the street and were soon in a narrower street, almost an alley, Kitty glancing behind to see the human form of Bonnie sprinting after them alongside Franz and a handful of others. A minute or so later, the street seemed filled with people hawking food, clothes, and other items from stalls, as well as those going about their business and bustling in and out of tiny shops and onwards to their destinations. The pavement here was made up of cobblestones, and the uneven surface made it harder to run at speed. The street turned into another, and as they were turning the corner, this time Hugo glimpsed Bonnie, Franz and their cronies still in pursuit.

‘They’re still on our tail,’ Hugo cried desperately.

Rufus responded by picking up the pace, despite almost careering into a stall, avoiding the collision with some nimble footwork, the others following suit.

Kitty looked behind as they turned a corner and started down another street – this time a laneway – and had just spotted Franz before crashing headlong into a tall man, whose glasses fell off as Kitty tumbled to the ground, skinning her hands on the cobblestones.

Her blood was pumping rapidly now, not from the run, but from fear, as she knew their pursuers would be closing in, but she pushed herself off the ground and past the pain, apologising nervously to the man, before running after her friends, who had stopped and were waiting anxiously. Hugo, Veronica, and Rufus were beckoning her to come faster, and as she reached them, they watched petrified as their hunters rapidly rounded the corner, Franz pumping his arms madly out in front, the moustachioed guard with his electric rod also among their number.

All of a sudden, there was a terrific bang that stopped the frenzied tempo, as the hapless man with the glasses once more became the victim of a racing collision; Bonnie, Franz and the guard, all making contact, tripping up and landing hard in a jumbled mess of limbs, leaving the other pursuers leaderless and frantically coming to their aid.

After the mishaps, the fugitives put all their focus into dodging other pedestrians as they ran from one tiny street to another, and another, and so on, so that the twins felt that they were following some never-ending maze to evade their pursuers, until finally Rufus paused.

‘I think we’ve lost them now,’ he panted breathlessly. ‘I know a place we can go. Follow me.’
 
No one was going to argue.

The group followed him down a lane that was particularly narrow and dark, with only a handful of people using the street, as if it were some sort of secret urban hideaway. A red lantern hung above an unassuming shop, where a modest sign read ‘Hand crafted books’, below which a bay window displayed open books with beautiful calligraphy and gilt and silver illustrations.

Rufus pushed open the door, ringing a brass bell that announced their arrival. The twins could see from the displayed items that this was no ordinary bookshop. Every aspect of the books had been handmade – the paper, the writing, the illustrations – much like those painstakingly created by monks in mediaeval times.

After their mad dash from the headquarters, it felt especially cosy and restful inside this little shop, and they were soon greeted by a slight, elderly Asian man, smartly dressed in a satin waistcoat, holding a quill in his left hand, and looking distinctly like someone from another time. An instant flash of recognition on his face, he extended his hand warmly to Rufus and Veronica.

‘Come in, my friends, come in,’ he said.

The twins noticed that the man had a long and deep scar running diagonally across his face, starting above his left eye and ending at the bottom of his right ear lobe. His left eye had no pupil and was all milky white. Trying not to stare, Hugo and Kitty thought he must be blind in that eye.

Rufus introduced the man as Tenzin, and explained to him that they needed a moment to gather their thoughts.

Tenzin responded in a lilting accent, ‘I understand, Rufus. Please come in to my private room, where you can speak openly.’

They left the shop and entered a workroom, where a man and a woman were perched on stools, busily writing with quills on angled desks, but pausing to lift their heads and greet the newcomers with a nod. The room beyond was comfortably furnished with a sofa and armchairs, and the four of them took a well-earned rest.

‘I’ll get some tea,’Tenzin said, before leaving the room.
 
Rufus thanked him, before telling the twins, ‘We’ll be safe here for the moment while we figure out what to do next. It would be helpful if you start by telling us what Franz has told you. You can speak freely in Tenzin’s presence.’

The twins relayed the story of everything that had happened, and all that Franz had told them. They explained that Franz had tricked them into believing that the Society needed convincing about the benefits of the Helios Book in relation to the Blurrings, and that Rufus was one of those who needed more convincing than most. They said that obviously they had no idea they were going to be put on trial before the Council, let alone that they were at risk of being executed.

Tenzin interrupted their tale when he returned with a tray that held four ceramic cups that looked like little bowls and a silver teapot in the shape of an elephant.

Hugo smiled a thank you as Tenzin departed once more, and turning to Rufus and Veronica, the boy continued, ‘I think you know the rest. How did you know how the Council would vote in our trial? Perhaps they would have voted against our execution.’

‘I wasn’t totally convinced,’ Rufus said, ‘but I had strong suspicions, as I already knew the Council leaders’ positions and the kind of sway Andras has over them. Most of what Franz told you was correct. Miraculously, the Society keeps its secrets to itself – that includes our ability to transform and the existence of your world. Franz was also right about the four clans, as you saw for yourselves at the Council meeting.

‘Andras’s Rapala clan has become almost fanatical in its misguided belief in the prophecy about the twins with two different coloured eyes. And when you two came along, it was like two gold nuggets had been discovered out of the blue. My clan,Viru, wants to see the Helios Book used as much as possible in your world, so that vote would have likely been in your favour. I know the leader of the Valga clan had gone over to Rapala’s side, in large part because they had lost some of their kin in a recent Blurring and the leader has been under pressure to find solutions. The remaining clan, Hiiu, was still undecided, but in a vote the leader of the Council has the most power, so two votes would have won it for them anyway, since Andras is in charge. Franz and Andras were baying for blood, and they seem to have convinced most Animorphs that your deaths would stop the Blurrings.’

‘He also used my presence in Taara to try to discredit Rufus,’ Veronica said bitterly. ‘So much for friendship.’

Rufus cast his wife a sympathetic glance.

‘During his address, Franz mentioned something about your coming from our world. Is that right?’ Kitty asked.

Veronica nodded.

‘I’ve got it!’ Kitty said excitedly. ‘The dresses in Lucas’s house, the colourful ones in his wardrobe – those are yours, aren’t they?’

‘Right again.’

‘And here was I thinking he had a special lady friend,’ Kitty giggled.

‘Not quite,’ Veronica laughed. ‘I’ve been helping Lucas recreate the solar device on Earth. Rufus and Franz have been working on it too, though it’s pretty obvious now that impatience has got the better of Franz’s judgement.’

‘And you keep some clothes at his house in case you need spare things,’ Kitty said, still dwelling on the contents of the wardrobe.

‘Very astute,’ Veronica said, ‘in fact, my friendship with Lucas is already quite a few years old. It goes back long before we started working on the Helios Book.’

‘You’re the girl from Mexico,’ Hugo said, ‘the one Lucas helped in the storm, the one whose family gave him that pottery jar.’

Veronica beamed, her white teeth sparkling. ‘A girl no more.’

Rufus poured out steaming hot tea for everyone, while Veronica told her story.

‘My mama and papa first discovered the North American portal in my country, Mexico, when I was a little girl. It wasn’t too far from our village. You can imagine how hard it was for me to keep our family secret, but I did it. I was ten when I met Lucas, and that was twenty years ago, so you can work out how old I am now. Lucas had found the portal in Australia the year before and he’d met some members of the Society of the Seven Seals early on, and they were interested in his research into solar power. He learned about the openings on other continents, so when he made his way to Mexico and down our portal, that’s where he met me and my father. I’m guessing that Lucas told you we’d had an accident.’

The twins nodded.

‘We shared our experiences of Taara. I had only been twice before with my papa, but we were all equally thrilled to hear each other’s stories, especially since Lucas hailed from the other side of the world. The Mexico portal takes you immediately into a jungle, though on my first visit to Taara I spotted what turned out to be a platypus swimming in a stream, so it was pretty clear that I wasn’t in Mexico anymore.’ She laughed out loud at the memory.

‘Lucas stayed with us and we explored Taara from our cave portal together. I continued to visit Taara with my papa, until both he and my mama died. By then, I had met Rufus, and we wanted to stay together. I was thrilled when the Society trusted me enough to involve me in the Helios Book.’

Hugo took a deep draught of tea, his mouth filling with a strange combination of flavours – sweet, salty and creamy all at once. After gulping it down, he licked the roof of his mouth to try to determine the novel flavour.

‘I’ve never had it before, but…is that butter tea?’

‘Yes, it is. Yak butter tea, to be precise,’ came Tenzin’s voice. He was standing in the doorway and now made his way over to Hugo. ‘I come from Tibet, from Earth too,’ he said. ‘I’ve been living here in Taara for decades now, this has become my home. It seems my skills as a calligrapher and illustrator are appreciated here. I lead a simple life, and only a few Taareans know about my origins.’

‘That’s why we knew we’d be safe here for the moment,’ Rufus said. ‘As far as I know, Franz isn’t familiar with Tenzin. Even friends, former and current, have their secrets.’

‘I hope you like the tea,’Tenzin grinned. ‘I’m pleased to say that yak milk isn’t so hard to come by in these parts.’

‘It’s very tasty,’ Kitty said, taking a sip of the warming brew.

‘Is the Asian portal in Tibet then?’ Hugo asked.

‘That’s right,’ Tenzin said. ‘Like Veronica, I’d been going through my portal since childhood, until I chose to stay in Taara for good.’

‘Since we want to go back to Earth, can’t we just go back through the portal we entered?’ Kitty suggested.

‘No, that won’t work,’ Rufus told her. ‘Franz and Andras will already be making sure the portals are guarded by loyalists from the Rapala clan, and even if we could get past, it wouldn’t solve anything. For starters, they could hunt you down on Earth, not to mention that we’d be stuck with the prospect of conflict between the clans if we help you escape without first proving your innocence.

‘However, there is one person who I hope can shed some light on the prophecy and set the record straight. You see, Tyrone had a daughter, Elise, who went missing under mysterious circumstances. About five years ago, she went on an expedition with none other than Andras himself, along with another man called Ferenc. They journeyed to the Wilderness, a place of largely unchartered lands, where Andras wanted to conduct research into stopping the Blurrings, yet he was the only one to return from the expedition. He claimed that Ferenc and Elise had been swallowed up by a roovik ¬– a terrifying animal that spends most of its life underground, it’s a shrewd ambush hunter very capable of tackling large prey. Few people ever go to the Wilderness, and it is inhabited by every kind of creature you can imagine, and maybe some you can’t. A second expedition from the Society went looking for them afterwards, once again led by Andras, but no trace of the duo was found.

‘Andras may well have been telling the truth. However, if Elise is still alive, and we can find her, she might be our best chance of proving your innocence. Are you prepared to travel to the Wilderness?’

Knowing there was little choice, Kitty declared on behalf of herself and her brother, who felt exactly the same way, ‘We’re in.’

‘Well, let’s not hang around here. My kiir-auto isn’t too far away. I suggest we leave the Helios Book with Tenzin – it’ll be safe here. It wouldn’t surprise me if Franz has the same idea as us, so let’s try to stay one step ahead of him. We’ve got a few hours’ drive to reach the last settlement before the Wilderness – a place called Saarelinn, the island city.’

Tenzin promised that the Helios Book would be safe in his keeping, wishing them luck as he handed Rufus a folded document, gripping his arm affectionately in farewell and kissing Veronica on both cheeks.

They walked cautiously through the laneways and sunlit streets until they came to Rufus’s kiir-auto, which was similar to Franz’s, but yellow instead of red.

On the journey out of Kenalinn and beyond, through plains dotted with clusters of trees, Veronica talked about her life in Mexico and how she had come to meet Rufus, who had travelled as part of a special group visiting the Mexican portal and had literally bumped into Veronica in the tunnel between the two worlds.

‘Bats were flying wildly past on all sides, and at first I thought I’d encountered a very big one,’Veronica laughed.

‘A bat? I thought I’d hit a brick wall,’ Rufus said drily, and Veronica responded in kind with a droll look.

‘The group trusted me to show them around Earth, however, my relationship with Rufus wasn’t viewed positively by everyone. You can imagine the scandal when we were married.’

‘Was it hard to leave our world to come here?’ Kitty asked.

‘With both my parents gone, I was happy to come and live in Taara. After all the work with Lucas on the Helios Book, we can’t be undone by some ridiculous ‘prophecy’.’

‘Let’s hope we can find Elise,’ Rufus said. ‘In the meantime, look over to the left.’

Across a lush plain, a herd of unusual green and mottled brown giraffes was stretching up to nibble on the leaves of acacia trees, and Rufus pressed the kiir-auto’s special zooming function so the twins could enjoy a closer look. There seemed no end to the wonders of Taara.

Dense forest followed the plains, and then a range of craggy mountains, their kiir-auto hurtling through them until they climbed up to the crest of one that revealed a spectacular vista of the sparkling marvel of Saarelinn, the island city surrounded by water, below them. Eight long bridges arriving from different directions wove their way across a vast lake like the points on a compass. In the middle, was a city of low-lying buildings, with generous swathes of green and forest interspersed between its neighbourhoods. Light glinted off the lake, like a winking welcome, and sailboats clustered in a marina were bobbing merrily up and down. From their great height they could just make out people splashing in the shallows of a sandy beach on the edge of the city.

‘That’s Lake Narvu, with Saarelinn at its centre,’ Rufus said. ‘The lake is fed by the River Narvu, which flows down from the east.’

The sun was starting to set and the travellers were feeling hungry and tired, and Rufus picked up on the vibe.

‘We should be crossing the bridge in about twenty minutes,’ he said, ‘we’ll go straight to a hotel for some food and rest.’

The twins both nodded sleepily. The city below looked incredible, but the thought of a warm meal and bed sounded very appealing right now. It wasn’t every day you found yourself betrayed and taken to a kangaroo court to be tried and sentenced to death.

‘We have to keep our eyes out for Franz, so be vigilant when we arrive,’ Rufus said.

With those words Rufus had just given the twins further cause for anxiety, and a sturdy lock on the door sounded even more appealing than a bed, no matter how snug it might be.

Crossing the bridge into Saarelinn, the streetlamps on either side were shaped like enormous membranous leaves, giving the appearance of colossal glowing plants. Periodically, the lights changed colours, turning pink, yellow, and green before returning to a neutral tone. As they came off the bridge, tall pines rose up along the beach-rimmed edges of the island, like sturdy giants welcoming them to the city.

They pulled up near a cosy-looking hotel called the Singing Lark. An old-fashioned wooden sign hung above the door, with the words of the establishment and an illustration of a pretty bird with a short pointy beak and a small fluffy crest.

‘That’s a skylark,’ Kitty observed after a moment’s study of the picture.

Hugo rolled his eyes. ‘Of course it is,’ he said, dreamily picturing the bed that awaited his weary body.

It was getting dark now and the evening was becoming cool, making the glint of light that peaked through the big wooden door and into the hotel look especially inviting. The interior was a welcoming sight, with people seated around candlelit tables, chattering away and enjoying their evening meals. A musician strummed a lyrical ballad on a sort of oversized guitar in the corner of the room, as waiters dashed about ferrying food to hungry customers. Rufus went to speak with a receptionist at the hotel desk, while the others plonked themselves down at a free table and scanned the menus. A minute later, Rufus returned, explaining that he’d managed to secure two adjoining rooms for the night. The next morning, they would buy provisions and hike into the Wilderness.

At the end of dinner Rufus wanted to show the others his ideas about how they might find Elise, and they went upstairs to the twins’ room, which was furnished with a sofa and coffee table. They squeezed themselves onto the sofa, which was a bit of a stretch for four, especially with Rufus’s considerable bulk. The big man drew a beige paper document from the inside of his jacket, unfolding it and placing it on the table: it was a large, hand-drawn map.

‘This is the Wilderness,’ he said, ‘a place full of mysteries, and unknown to most Taareans.’

It was an impressive feast for the eyes: detailed drawings of diverse landscapes and flora, with different regions demarcated, showing the types of terrain they could expect to encounter. The map had been drawn on thick, handmade paper, a tactile, contoured material, and Hugo and Kitty couldn’t help but rub the edges of it between thumb and forefinger as they pored over the chart.

Saarelinn was shown at the bottom of the map, above which was a green coloured space called the Inky Forest, with pictures of different trees. Some of them were tropical and jungle plants, while others were conifers and eucalypts with mysterious eyes peering out from the pencilled shadings. Deep inside the Inky Forest was a marker showing something called the Singing Tree. The map featured blue shadings to represent bodies of water, one of which, indicated as the Snakish River, led to a large blue space labelled the Moon Sea, beyond which were the Beehive Range and Mount Kivi. Among the many geographic features shown, the Tree Topped Mountains rose up in the east, the highest peaks enveloped in clouds, north of which was the Desert Lands. The top third of the document was labelled the Vast Green Jungle, with ancient trees, ferns and creepers depicting its flora.

‘What’s this Singing Tree?’ Kitty asked, pointing at the map, the illustration showing a twisted and shapely tree, taller than those nearby.

‘That is where we are heading first,’ Rufus said. ‘The Singing Tree might be able to provide a clue to finding Elise, since it has the power to call out the truth. You can ask it a question, but you won’t always get a response. Some of the Animorphs are worried that the tree is losing its power, since they say it hasn’t spoken for several years now. Some say the Blurrings are affecting it. Whatever the case, each individual may only ask the tree a question once, never again, and the tree will only ever answer a question with a riddle that might not provide all the answers.’

‘Sounds like the Singing Tree isn’t exactly a pushover,’ Kitty said.

Rufus smiled. ‘I’m hoping we can work out a way to coax something out of the tree. We should reach it on our second day of hiking. Now, let’s try something else. Focus on the middle point of the map and keep staring straight ahead.’

The twins looked deep into the centre of the chart. Despite the urge to blink or look away, after about thirty seconds the drawings blurred into an indistinct mass before gradually taking shape into something meaningful again. This time, the labelled parts of the map were as clear as before, but new figures now lifted off the page, three-dimensional shapes seemingly rising out of the chart. The Vast Green Jungle featured exotic animals like sloths, toucans, and different types of monkeys with animated faces. Many of the other figures were unconventional by earthly standards. The desert region hosted a two-headed camel-like creature with three humps, the Inky Forest was home to a kind of bear sitting on a branch, glowering menacingly with blazing orange eyes, while an enormous bird gripped its prey in its talons as it flew above the Tree Topped Mountains. Now the chart seemed like an ancient map that showed the terrifying edge of the world, monsters rising from the deep as a perilous warning to seafarers.

‘Things aren’t always what they seem, and there are hidden creatures everywhere in the Wilderness,’ Rufus said. ‘Remember this – pay attention to anything and everything while we’re there, it could save your life.’

‘Who made the map?’ Kitty asked.

‘Tenzin and I. We spent three months in the Wilderness together. The terrible scar running across his face was made by a huge bird that lives there. In your world it is long extinct, but you will have a picture of it above the Tree Topped Mountains.’
 
The twins winced at the thought of the bird descending from the clouds and slashing at Tenzin’s face, perhaps as it attempted to carry him off for food.

‘The pain was terrible for poor Tenzin. Even so, he well understands the need for all creatures to have their living space.’

‘Can’t we just fly there? Do you have something like a plane in Taara? After all, if Franz is following us, he wouldn’t hesitate to fly,’ Hugo said.

‘Flying would only be helpful if we knew exactly where we were going. Franz knows that, too. We need to be on the ground if we are going to find Elise,’ Rufus replied. ‘Let’s rest now, get our supplies in the morning, and head straight out.’
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8. HIDDEN DEPTHS

The supply store was a ten-minute walk from the hotel, and it felt energising to stretch their legs after all the travelling the day before, walking by the edge of the vastness of Lake Narvu, which lapped around the edges of the island city. Rufus had written a long list of things they would need for their journey, including the usual sorts of camping gear – tents, food and water, the right footwear and clothing, torches, sleeping bags and the like. He took everyone’s clothing sizes and went to see to all their needs while the twins strolled with Veronica around the town.

The city seemed much older than the smart avenues and modern buildings of Kenalinn. Many of the smaller streets were lined with pretty wooden houses painted in jolly pastel colours – yellows, blues and pinks. Veronica directed the twins down to the harbour and its sailboats.

Veronica pointed across the lake. ‘Look over there,’ she said.

A pod of dolphins was leaping in and out of the blue water, racing at such speed that Hugo and Kitty struggled to follow them. Suddenly, they stopped coming to the surface, and it seemed to the twins that the fast and furious exhibition was over.

‘Wait, now look over here to the left,’Veronica directed the twins.

Then, just as suddenly as they had disappeared, the dolphins emerged like rockets from the water, throwing themselves high into the air, before twisting their bodies around and somersaulting down to perfect dives below. Hugo and Kitty had never seen anything like it.

Veronica smiled with satisfaction at their enjoyment. ‘Lake Narvu dolphins are expert jumpers and divers, they go far higher than those on Earth. The four of us – Lucas, Franz, Rufus and I – have sailed here on more than one occasion, Lucas in particular revelled in the dolphins’ escapades.’ She sighed, ‘It’s hard to stomach that Franz has believed in this crazy ‘prophecy’ all along, when I honestly thought he was working for the same cause as the rest of us.’

‘Maybe he was,’ Kitty said. ‘Maybe he believed in both…’

‘And ultimately became convinced that the prophecy was the only way to end the Blurrings,’Veronica said slowly, trying to untangle Franz’s strange logic. ‘Maybe seeing your different coloured eyes made the impossible possible, as if it somehow gave proof of the prophecy to him. Still, it wasn’t the Franz I knew,’ she said wistfully.

After their tour, they met up with Rufus and returned, laden with equipment, to the Singing Lark, where Rufus reminded them that they needed to set off swiftly, as the portal would be reopening in only six days. Each person was given a sleeping bag, a pair of sturdy boots and two camouflage-coloured tracksuits.

‘Best to sleep in these and rotate them when one needs a wash,’ Rufus said. ‘No need for pyjamas. These tracksuits are comfy and you’ll be ready-dressed if there’s an emergency. I also want to show you some things that might come in handy on our trip. Each of you will have one of these utility belts,’ he held aloft a black belt which contained a series of pouches and hooks. ‘I’ll make sure each belt contains the items I’m going to describe as well as some essentials like water.’

‘Firstly, there’s the smoke bombs.’ Rufus presented a jar of white balls that looked like giant-sized peppermint sweets. ‘Thrown on the ground, they create a cloud of smoke that lasts about ten seconds. If you use it, you have to remember to close your eyes or look away, and to cover your nose and mouth when the bomb hits the ground. Very handy in a fight, though.

‘And for those who don’t have the advantage of being able to transform into a sugar glider,’ a sentiment that prompted the others to groan good humouredly, ‘you can use these to help you climb a tree.’ Donning a pair of gloves, Rufus continued, ‘When activated, these gloves contain spikes which are a very handy aid for climbing, you just need to press here at the wrist after you have put them on. Watch closely.’ As he pressed a red button on each of the gloves, tiny spikes shot out in the palms. ‘To retract the spikes, you simply press the button again. I’ll also fit the front of your boots with a spike activation device which act in the same way. But be careful about opening them up – they can be very dangerous. Alright, Franz could be on his way here, so we’d better get moving pronto.’

Back in the kiir-auto, as they made their way through spotty rain to the edge of the Wilderness, Kitty and Hugo inspected the various items placed around their belts. Each one contained the special gloves and a few smoke bombs, a couple of energy bars, a lighter and torch, bottled water and a small compass.

When the long road came to its end, they were greeted with a giant sign that told its readers they were entering the Wilderness, and that hunting, trapping and fishing were prohibited, vehicles were forbidden, as was unauthorised cultivation of fields and animal husbandry. It reminded the twins of national park signs.

‘Let’s unpack the kiir-auto and I’ll move it out of sight,’ Rufus said. ‘We don’t want Franz and his cronies spotting it, if possible.’

With the car hidden neatly behind a thicket, Rufus declared, ‘Right, everybody saddle up with a backpack and let’s get moving to the Singing Tree.’

Except those sculpted by the movements and migrations of animals, there were no trails or roads in the Wilderness, and right away the travellers were grateful for their boots as they trudged through a stretch of muddy ground. It wasn’t long before the forest had enveloped them; this was the Inky Forest, a vast, mysterious, and diverse living thing. There were broad-leaved ancient oaks and silver birch by the thousands, their tops swaying in the breeze like gigantic athletes stretching before a race. Helicopter seeds fluttered down from the ash trees, the twins competing to catch them before they had spun to a landing. Above them, they could see woodpeckers hammering for insects and magpies darting from one branch to the other. A sudden noise revealed a deer bounding away from the newcomers in fright. Passing a stream, the eyes of frogs spied them suspiciously from clear waters amidst a profusion of flowering plants.

‘Let me give you a bit of information about the people Franz is likely to bring along with him,’ Rufus said. ‘As you’d imagine, he will bring his paramour, Bonnie. They’ll likely be joined by a couple of brothers, some pretty tough customers named Gavin and Nestor, also from the Rapala clan. Gavin can turn into a wolf, while his big brother can transform into a snake – a tiger snake, to be exact. And who knows if there will be others. It’ll be up to us to outwit and escape our pursuers if they use their animal forms to their advantage.’

‘They sound delightful,’ Kitty said.

‘From past experience, Franz’s companions are pretty ruthless, including acts of violence towards Taareans who have come close to discovering your world.’

‘What exactly does that mean – ‘acts of violence’?’ Hugo asked.

‘Let’s just say they’ve done their job of guarding the secrets of the portals a little too enthusiastically, resulting in the ‘disappearances’ of some poor unfortunates, which was frowned upon by the Council, though ultimately they were forgiven.’

A few hours into their trek, they stopped for a lunch break in a clearing, and Rufus took the opportunity to show everyone where they were positioned on the map. The entrance to the Wilderness was clearly marked, and they seemed to have travelled a disappointingly short distance north of it.

They walked for several hours more and were now feeling weary. It was coming close to evening, when the earth started rumbling and shaking, and, learning quickly from experience, the twins knew that another Blurring had commenced. The swaying trees that had earlier looked so harmless, now appeared threatening as they bowed violently up and down and the grasses at their feet bristled on end, as if activated by some unseen magnetic field. The throbbing sensation started in their heads and vibrant colours blurred painfully into one.

‘Get down on the ground and cover your head,’ Rufus shouted, the drumming noises pulsing loudly and fiercely. Everyone copied Rufus’s brace position, leaning forward onto their knees, their fingers threaded together and cupped behind their heads. Birds screeched in the trees as they flew about in confusion.

As the pain grew more intense, they closed their eyes and gritted their teeth, each person yearning for the agony to end. A sudden rumbling nearby drove the travellers to open their eyes in fear. As they looked about in the spinning chaos, they noticed a great hole had opened up in the earth and was widening quickly towards them, the ground collapsing like gushing water into the rapidly forming hole. They leapt up unsteadily, scrambling to escape the expanding pit. Staggering to his feet, Rufus watched in horror as Kitty stumbled and tripped to the ground before him. He moved towards the girl, but before he could reach her, the earth around her fell away and into the giant hole, taking her with it.

Kitty screamed in terror as she slipped down into the abyss. In an instant, she was in freefall. She flailed about frantically, trying to grasp onto something to slow the descent, gasping for air in panic. Scrabbling about with hands and nails Kitty finally found the edge of the hole, the churning soil flying into her face and mouth as her arms thrashed about to take hold. She slipped further down the wall, until she managed at last to throw her body against the side and ram her fists into the dirt, slowing her descent while the screeching din of the Blurring continued.

On the surface, Hugo had come close to instinctively leaping in after his sister, but Rufus spotted his intent and wrenched him away from the expanding hole, knowing it would be senseless to try to help the girl until the Blurring had stopped.

Rufus held Hugo back until eventually the Blurring came to its end, and with it the hole ceased enlarging and shuddered to rest like a monstrous drill suddenly switched off. The hole had grown to about ten metres in diameter. Hugo, Veronica and Rufus stood on the edge of the chasm, staring into the blackness and calling down to Kitty. With no response, Hugo paced around the perimeter of the hole to see if he could spot some flicker of movement that might give his sister away.

‘How far does this hole go?’ he shouted in exasperation.
 
Veronica looked at Hugo calmly. ‘We don’t know the answer to that. Let’s think –’

Her composure provoked Hugo’s fragile nerves. ‘What are we going to do?’ he interrupted tersely, taking a paperclip from his pocket and twirling it around in his fingers.

‘We don’t know how far the hole goes down,’ Rufus said, ‘but we have seen other holes like this as a result of the Blurrings. I will go down after her and will do whatever I can to bring her up. Let’s not forget something else – she has her shoe grips and her light.’

Hugo looked down the black hole – it looked so forbidding. ‘But how on earth are you going to get down there?’ he demanded.

‘I think you’re forgetting something.’ With that, Rufus transformed into his animal self – a sugar glider – and sprung lightly down into the darkness.

When the Blurring had stopped, Kitty found herself in total blackness. Her body ached and the air was thick with the heavy scent of muddy soil. She felt the hard surface around her and found that she was on some sort of ledge, quickly realising that it must have stopped her fall. Despite the bruising on her legs and bottom, she felt grateful that she had managed to slow down and stop where she did, as she knew the landing could have been much harder.

She carefully lifted herself up onto her knees and remembering the torch in her belt, took it out, flicked it on and beamed it upwards. She couldn’t see any light from above, and figured she must have fallen a long way in a short space of time. Shining the torch around the sides of the hole, she could also see how wide it was, and was glad she didn’t have to worry about a tight squeeze like in the wombat burrow. That almost seemed ages ago now; so much had happened since then.

She stood up carefully. The last thing she wanted was another fall – especially since she had no idea how far the drop was. Kitty peered over the edge of her tiny outcrop, shining the torch about from left to right, making smaller circles with her hand until she spotted something that made her heart jump in fright. An enormous creature the size of an anaconda was making its way steadily up the wall towards her. It looked like a giant caterpillar, moving forward on dozens of busy legs that hurried along with terrifying purpose. The oily flesh of the animal changed suddenly into menacing spikes that covered its entire body as it hissed malevolently, its single, unblinking eye staring in Kitty’s direction. The eye was very large, perhaps as big as a dinner plate, but it was almost all white with a comparatively tiny pupil – a mere dot in its milky centre.

The creature must have been about twenty metres away. Frozen in fear, Kitty’s pulse quickened as she continued to watch the animal, not knowing what to do. She then noticed something else moving about, something between herself and the monster. A large rat was scrambling desperately up the wall, shrieking in high pitches as its scampering feet dislodged soil that dropped into the abyss below.

The rat was running as hard as it could to escape the monster, but the sides of the hole were slippery, presenting a challenge for even this expert climber. The rat tried zigzagging up and down the walls in an effort to confuse and escape the predator, but the giant caterpillar moved relentlessly onward, gaining more and more ground until, with a sudden lurch of its head, it sprang forward and gripped the squealing rat in its jaws, digesting its meal with its spikes drawn back in.

Seeing the rat struggle up the muddy walls, Kitty remembered her climbing devices, and keeping one eye on the creature, she fished out her gloves, activating their spikes and those on her boots, and with the beast momentarily distracted by its meal, she started moving up the wall as swiftly as she could.

Kitty was working a good rhythm, using a sequence of actions to scale the wall almost mechanically – left arm up, right leg up, right arm up, left leg up – but it wasn’t long before she heard a piercing screech from below that threw her off her stride. She shone her torch down and saw that the animal had finished its meal and was now forging its body uphill in rapid pursuit of Kitty. She pressed on with determination, though the creature hastened too – every time Kitty advanced, the giant caterpillar seemed to get even closer, its legs motoring like a million-legged steam train. Kitty was trying to take longer reaches with her arms and legs, but she was mindful of the need to stay attached to the wall or slip to her doom.

A great clump of sodden dirt fell with a messy plop on Kitty’s head, promptly followed by some unknown thing landing heavily on her right shoulder, causing her to scream out in fright. She instinctively lashed out with her left hand to dislodge the thing, losing her footing, and very nearly falling into the abyss in the process.

‘Stay calm, it’s me,’ whispered a close voice.

‘Rufus?’ Kitty whispered back.

‘Yes, stay completely still. Whatever happens, don’t move.’
 
With the last words floating away into silence, Kitty burrowed her hands and feet as tightly into the wall as she could, then stayed completely immobile, her face pressed up against the moist wall. She could hear the faintness of Rufus’s breathing in her ear; quick, almost noiseless breaths.

The monster was moving up the wall beneath her, slower now, as if pausing to listen, expelling occasional hisses in the darkness. The noises were getting louder. Something touched Kitty’s left foot, something slimy. She very nearly flinched at the repugnant sensation, but her instincts told her to trust in Rufus and remain motionless. A guttural moan emitted from the creature’s mouth, and it activated its spiky covering that squelched through its slippery body, cutting into Kitty’s back, as it continued upwards. She winced in silent pain as the barbs slashed deeply into her skin.

A terrific explosion of sound erupted as the creature screeched close to Kitty’s ear, drops of its saliva landing on her neck in a cloud of its stinky breath. The monster paused momentarily, and Kitty could hear it move its head from left to right before turning around and heading back down the hole.

Mentally, Kitty breathed a sigh of relief, but she knew better than to move until Rufus gave the all clear.

Five excruciating minutes must have passed before Rufus finally whispered in her ear: ‘It’s over. The roovik hunts by sound, and it’s gone now. Let’s start back to the top.’

After a gruelling climb to the surface, Kitty felt such relief to be back on terra firma, happily embracing her brother, who had been sick with worry and was shocked by the state of her.

‘I could tell you were in danger,’ Hugo said breathlessly after hearing the full story. ‘I felt like it should have been me down there.’

‘Why?’ Kitty asked in an exasperated tone. ‘You may have forgotten, but I’m the one who did all that child modelling. I know how to stay still. You should be glad it was me down there and not you, ’cause that roovik follows anything that moves.’

‘You did well,’ Rufus said, now back in his human form. ‘I told you transforming into something small and agile has its advantages.’

Kitty smiled a thank you.

‘Let’s get cleaned up and on our way,’ Rufus said. ‘The stars are already out, so we’ll just go a bit further, until we reach a suitable clearing.’

In the early evening, they set up camp. The two tents, one for the twins and one for Rufus and Veronica, were placed around a small portable stove and while the others cooked the meal, Rufus busied himself with concealing an alarmed trip wire skirting the edges of the camp.

‘The alarm isn’t just for animals,’ Rufus explained, ‘let’s not forget our friend Franz may well be out there too.’

‘Just as long as I don’t have to deal with any more rooviks tonight,’ Kitty said.


[image: ]

9. A RUDE AWAKENING

Kitty woke with a jolt, as if awakened by a terrible nightmare, feeling lost and confused. She was panting breathlessly and her clothes were drenched in sweat. She looked around the tent and remembered where she was, heaving a sigh of relief as she saw Hugo sleeping peacefully beside her. She listened to the near silence in the darkness, the only sounds being the cry of a night bird in the distance, and a very slight breeze. She inhaled and exhaled deeply to try to steady her nerves after the traumatic awakening, but still felt claustrophobic inside the tent, and decided to venture outside for a look.

Their campsite was illuminated by bright moonlight. Kitty stretched up her arm to ‘hold’ the moon in place above her, as if she herself were clasping the great satellite like a ball in her hand.

Her game was disrupted by a nearby noise that startled her, and she lowered her arms and looked about. What was that? She almost whispered the question, hoping for a comforting reply. She strained to hear what it might be. And there it was again – a sudden noise. Her eyes darted about. Perhaps it was just some small animal, surely not another roovik. A rustle sounded, and surveying the area she spotted it at last, as if it had appeared out of nowhere and was now standing in the middle of the campsite. Her earlier thought was now confirmed, for it was indeed a small animal: it was a dainty fairy wren.

Kitty knew now that Franz had found their camp and was right there in front of her, standing comfortably inside it.

Wasting no time, she screamed out to wake the others. ‘They’re here! Wake up!’ She felt her body tense in panic, as Franz morphed back into his human form.

The alarm raised, Franz called on his unseen allies in a forceful voice: ‘I’ve been discovered. Enter the camp!’

The trip wire was triggered, and all hell broke loose as a siren sounded. Figures stumbled from the tents and Franz was joined by four companions – Bonnie, another woman with spiky brown hair, and two men Kitty recognised as the people Bonnie had approached in the lobby of the Animorph headquarters.

Rufus came bounding out of his tent and headed straight for the intruders. Franz drew something metal from his belt, flicking it open quickly in readiness, and Kitty knew straightaway that it was a metal rod like the one the guard had used in the courtroom. He advanced towards Rufus, smirking with confidence, unafraid of his opponent’s hulking physique while he held the stinging weapon in his hand. As the two men met, Franz lashed out with the rod, but Rufus dodged swiftly to the left, narrowly avoiding contact. Capitalising on Franz’s missed opportunity, Rufus steadied himself then lifted his right leg high off the ground, before slamming it down hard on Franz’s knee, who screamed in pain, dropping his weapon.

Veronica emerged from behind Rufus and wasted no time in dealing one of the intruders a powerful kick to the chest, which felled him instantly, landing with a breathless grunt.

The three remaining trespassers were circling around Rufus and Veronica, who adopted defensive positions, fists raised to protect their faces, eyes vigilant for a fresh assault.

Rufus turned to the twins and urged them to leave. ‘Take your belts and the map and go – run!’

As painful as it felt to abandon their friends, there was such insistence in Rufus’s voice that the twins were afraid to argue and felt compelled to carry out his command. Hugo was first off the mark, dashing inside the tent to grab their belts. Kitty was about to follow but was prevented by a lunge from the woman with the spiky hair. Kitty narrowly avoided her grasping arms, leaping to one side, which left the intruder momentarily sprawled in the dirt, though she was quick to her feet again, an angry scowl across her face.

Kitty was bracing herself for a second attack, when a projectile shot past her, and a cloud of smoke enveloped the stranger. Hugo had hurled a smoke bomb at the woman, who coughed and spluttered, groping about in the haze that stung her eyes. The twins darted aside to avoid the billowing smoke, covering their eyes and mouth, as Kitty ran to the other tent to fetch the map. Still shielding her eyes, which were smarting from the smoke, she reached the tent opening in a purblind state, only to find it barred by Bonnie.

‘Stop right there,’ the woman snarled.

She reached out to grab hold of Kitty, but Veronica leapt between them, knocking Bonnie to the ground, and raising her fists in readiness for a counterattack. Bonnie laughed mockingly at her foe, and only a moment later she’d changed into her feline form, roaring at Veronica to move aside. Showing no fear, Veronica drove a sharp kick at the tiger’s tender nose, who was temporarily stunned and backed onto her haunches, shuddering.

Kitty seized those precious seconds to find the map. Once inside the tent, she rifled frenziedly through a backpack, feeling the textures of random items – an article of clothing, a tin of food, a small leathery bag – until to her relief, her hands fell upon the thick, contoured paper of the folded map. Throwing some other essentials into the backpack, she frantically zipped it up and strapped it on her back, dashing out the opening of the tent.

The tables had now turned in favour of the invaders: Bonnie in her tiger form had pinned Veronica to the ground and was growling emphatically at her prisoner, while a weary Rufus was furiously fighting a losing battle against the three men.

‘Run!’ Rufus repeated to the twins.

They didn’t need to be told a third time, and they sprinted into the forest. Moments later, they heard a cry of pain and couldn’t help but look behind them to see Franz holding the metal rod and standing triumphantly over a prostrate Rufus. One of the other men had transformed into a wolf and was snarling menacingly beside Rufus, baring teeth and growling fiercely.

‘Follow me,’ Kitty said. Knowing that Hugo would soon doubt her reasoning, she added hastily, ‘Trust me!’

It didn’t take Hugo long to realise that, rather than going in one direction, Kitty had circled round in a loop and was now going back the way they had come yesterday. He wondered why on earth she would do that, when all he could think about was finding somewhere to hide, or at least getting closer towards their destination of the Singing Tree.

It was hard going, as the forest was thick with all manner of plants that almost seemed to be conspiring in their efforts to trip the twins up as they ran clumsily onwards. The moon was misty and pale now, but the stars were out, helping to illuminate the ground and the trees.

‘Why are we going this way?’ Hugo asked at last, panting between words. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to make our way straight to the Singing Tree?’

‘Because one of them is a wolf,’ Kitty replied tartly. ‘I think Rufus said his name is Gavin, not that that’s relevant.’

Still puzzled, Hugo continued running behind his sister, hoping she really did have something sensible up her sleeve.

At the campsite, Rufus lay on the ground, clutching his stomach in agony where Franz had wounded him with the rod.

‘You’re pathetic,’ Franz scowled. ‘You would rather protect your friends from another world than accept the wishes of the Council. You’re a real traitor.’

‘You’re the traitor, Franz. It’s you who won’t accept the science, the evidence. How could you throw away all that work with Lucas because of some strange prophecy?’ Rufus said bitterly.

‘I don’t think it’s strange at all. The chance of these two twins, both with their freakish multicoloured eyes – BOTH!’ he snapped. ‘Well, the chance of that is so slim that the prophecy must be real.’ He paused now, before speaking in measured tones that belied his rage. ‘At last, we’ve got an opportunity to put a stop to everything they’ve done to our beloved Taara. In fact, I, we –’ he gestured to his followers to confirm his belief, ‘we are what the Earth people might call patriots.’

‘You?’ Rufus laughed. ‘You –’

‘Enough!’ Franz shouted. ‘We’ve got more important business to attend to.’ He walked into the twins’ tent and brought out an article of Hugo’s clothing – his spare tracksuit top.

‘I’m sure Gavin here would like to earn his share of the reward,’ Franz said. He bent down and held the tracksuit under the wolf ’s nose. ‘Fetch.’

Gavin sniffed the air eagerly for a short while then dipped his head to snuffle about the ground and circle around the campsite, his tail wagging enthusiastically, before picking up the freshest scent and bounding off in the direction of the twins.

Meanwhile, Hugo and Kitty sped on as silently as the forest would allow, which wasn’t entirely successful as they continued to rustle overhanging branches and whip their legs noisily through tall grasses. Despite the hindrances, their running experience came in handy, maintaining a brisk momentum without stopping to pause or rest.

Their rhythm was disrupted when their ears pricked up to the sound of something moving behind them. It was distant at first, but was coming gradually closer, moving with a heavy footfall. It was the wolf; they were both sure of it.

‘Just a bit further,’ Kitty said, pushing past the stitch she felt painfully in her side.

The wolf wasn’t far away. They could hear its gruff panting and pictured its tongue lolling about, its jagged teeth glinting as the animal sensed its prize nearby.

‘Stay close,’ Kitty said to her brother.

They arrived at a clearing and ran hard left along a line of trees. Hugo trailed his sister diligently as she followed the treeline in a great circle before coming to a halt.

Panting from exhaustion, Kitty saw the perplexed look on her brother’s face. ‘Trust me,’ she rasped.

Moments later, the wolf appeared in the clearing in the same place where the twins had arrived. He looked up and with hungry yellow eyes and quickly spotted the exhausted twins. The wolf growled with pleasure; he seemed to be grinning broadly, baring all his fearsome teeth as he rolled back his lips. He stiffened his frame, the muscles tensing in his body as he stared intently at his quarry before springing forward in a mighty leap.

Hugo and Kitty stepped back instinctively, raising their arms for protection in anticipation of a vicious assault. However, the onslaught never came, as Kitty’s plan had worked after all; for the wolf landed not on the twins but fell yelping down the hole that had formed in yesterday’s Blurring.

The twins edged forward and heard the echoing howl turn into a wretched wail, as Gavin plummeted down the chasm. Horror mingled with relief, as the siblings stood in quiet silence, gazing into the blackness below.

At last, Hugo spoke. ‘How did you know where to go?’

‘Rufus told us to pay attention to things, remember? The stars had already come out when we left this pitiful hole behind us. See that one up there.’ She pointed to a star that flickered overhead. ‘I made a note of its position right above the hole and voila, we made it back.’

Hugo now understood that Kitty had the foresight to realise that the wolf could have kept tracking them all the way to the Singing Tree if they’d taken a direct route there. The hole was their best chance of setting a trap.

‘Thanks,’ Hugo said appreciatively. ‘But what are we going to do now? Did you get the map?’

‘Got it, and some handy supplies too,’ Kitty said, patting the backpack behind her. ‘I think our best bet is to make our way to the Singing Tree as quickly as we can. Let’s check the map now.’

Kitty unfurled the chart and held it aloft.

‘Rufus said that we’d been travelling north to reach the Singing Tree. It’s pretty much due north from here, though we can take a wide berth around the campsite to avoid any other encounters and use a compass to get back on the right route. Are you happy with that?’

Hugo nodded.

‘I reckon we’ve got a few hours before daylight, so let’s keep going until we reach it,’ Kitty said.

‘What about Rufus and Veronica?’ Hugo asked. ‘Shouldn’t we go back for them?’

‘I don’t think that would help the situation. When we last saw them, Veronica was lying under a ton of tiger flesh and Rufus was out of action. If we go back, we’d only be captured, and it’d be game over for all of us. I suspect they won’t kill Rufus and Veronica, that would be murder. Franz wants to prove Rufus wrong – he wants to bask in the glory of our capture before the Council. In order to save our friends and ourselves, it seems we have to find Elise on our own.’

‘At least we have a couple of advantages. For starters, we’ve got the map, and secondly, they’ve got to go looking for their friend Gavin. While we’re on the subject, he may yet emerge from that terrible hole in the ground, so we’d better make tracks.’

Back at the campsite, Franz and Nestor bound Rufus and Veronica with rope and waited for Gavin’s return. For some time, Franz stood gloating over the prisoners, his hands locked on his hips, elbows jutting out like a peacock fanning his feathers, as he paced up and down the hard dirt of the campsite. The more he paced, the more impatient he became, until he ordered Nestor to go and find his brother and the twins.

Nestor sighed lazily and glared at Franz with his wide-set eyes, before reluctantly setting off in Gavin’s direction. After several wrong turns and much cursing of the darkness, he arrived at last near the enormous cavity created by the Blurring. In the moonlight, he could see something moving. He thought about calling out but knew the potential perils of doing so at night-time in the Wilderness, besides which, he could see the size of the gaping hole as he approached.

As he crept closer, he could hear noises that he couldn’t quite make out, they seemed somehow familiar. It sounded a little like boots squelching in mud. Somebody walking, perhaps?

Nestor crouched down and peered closer in the direction of the sound. He could definitely see something moving now, and though he felt a terrible fear in the pit of his stomach, he had to know what it was. In silence he advanced ever so slowly, the silhouette of the thing looming larger, until a horrifying sight came into view: the white fleshy body of a roovik lurching onto the surface, its pale body looking decidedly bulgy and full. But Gavin was nowhere to be seen.
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10. THE SINGING TREE

It was late morning and the sun was shining brightly, shards of light flickering through the trees, sending rays out in all directions. Since they’d left the hole created by the Blurring, the twins had only stopped for two short breaks. They had reviewed the contents of the backpack and were relieved to see a decent amount of food and water, a leather bag with some Taarean money, as well as two waterproof jackets and a portable stove. Some of these things had already been in the bag when Kitty had hurriedly stuffed it full in the tent, though other items were gathered on the spot; the moment had been so stressful that she couldn’t quite remember which were which.

The ground had been mostly flat during their hike, but in the last half hour or so of walking, the twins had noticed a steady incline, which rose and fell, suggesting they were heading in the right direction, as the map showed hills nestled around the Singing Tree. The trees became larger too – giant sequoias with thick trunks reaching for the sky, their branches intermingling below, and an abundance of ferns gathered at their roots, waving like little disciples in the breeze. This felt like a special place, a place of reverence, and in the near distance, towering like gods over the already enormous sequoias, a group of even larger trees could be seen.

‘That must be the Sacred Grove,’ Hugo said with excitement. ‘Remember, there was a note on the map – “The Sacred Grove, Guardians of the Singing Tree”.’

Awestruck by the beauty, Kitty spoke in hushed tones, ‘I think these are Great Basin bristlecone pines. They’re only found in America and are some of the oldest trees on Earth.’

‘To think we didn’t have to go to America to see these – we just had to venture to another world,’ Hugo joked.

Reaching the end of the avenue of trees, they felt truly insignificant surrounded by the mighty pines, and in the centre of these giants, at the top of a hill, stood the grandest of them all: the Singing Tree, craning itself upwards in a knotty mass of branches, and pinecones and needles. Standing before the Singing Tree, the twins recalled that Rufus had said that they needed to ask it a simple question. Each of them would have but one chance to submit a query, and after some discussion they agreed that the question should be straight and to the point: ‘Where is the Animorph Elise, daughter of Tyrone?’

Hugo approached the tree first and ceremoniously placed both his hands upon its colossal trunk before posing his question. A great sense of anticipation filled the air as he spoke the words calmly and clearly, and he and his sister respectfully stood back, waiting for the tree to respond, but his question was only met with the sound of the wind rustling through the enormous branches surrounding them.

The siblings looked at each other in disappointment, which quickly turned into alarm. What would they do if Kitty’s attempt failed too?

Trying to muster some confidence, Kitty boldly said, ‘Someone’s got to be a hero,’ rubbing her hands together like a gymnast preparing to tackle the rings, before placing them firmly on the tree and asking the same question as her brother.

Once more, there was no reply, not a word, not a sound, and certainly not a song.

The twins felt deflated and began thinking nervously about what they would do next. From what Rufus had said, the Singing Tree may not have uttered a single word for years. Perhaps it had lost its gift. Would they now be forced to wander aimlessly around the Wilderness looking for Elise until Franz captured them in a terrifying ambush?

With all the questions and thoughts flitting about in his mind, an idea suddenly occurred to Hugo. ‘Kitty, come with me and approach the tree again. Let’s ask together this time.’

‘That won’t work. Remember, each person can only ask a question once.’

‘That was each individual person, but we’ll be asking together.’

‘Worth a try, I suppose.’

‘And what’s more, we’ll be singing our question,’ Hugo said. ‘Maybe that’s what the tree has been missing – a little reciprocation. Given Dessiaen’s music was so inspired by nature, one of his pieces would be fitting, I reckon. I think I can remember the melody of ‘The robin and the chaffinch.’ Shall we try that?’

‘Let’s do it – for Lucas,’ his sister replied.

Hugo hummed out the tune, then sung it wordlessly, and asked Kitty to do the same. Pleased with her singing, he said, ‘Now we’re going to sing the words of the question to Dessiaen’s melody, like this.’ He sang it out, and after a few tries, Kitty managed to successfully mimic his singing.

‘You’re a better musician than I thought,’ Hugo said. ‘We’re ready. Let’s go.’

‘Not before I have a pen and paper handy,’ Kitty said, fossicking about in the backpack. ‘I’m sure they were in here somewhere.’

Moments later, she was brandishing the items in her hands, signifying her readiness.

They each put a hand on the tree, while Kitty rested a piece of paper on her knee, pen at the ready, and together they sang out the question in the purest harmony they could muster. ‘Where is the Animorph Elise, daughter of Tyrone?’

After the last note sounded, they took their hands off the tree, and a long pause followed. The twins waited nervously for some sort of response. A whole minute elapsed, and their heads sunk lower as the Singing Tree maintained its solemn silence.

Just as they were feeling the awful pang of failure once more, a groaning sound emanated from the tree. It quivered like a great shuddering titan, lifting its many branches upwards like a thousand fingers bristling and extending, as if wakened from a lengthy slumber while the twins watched in awe. From deep within the tree, an exquisite soprano voice sang in honeyed tones:

‘The instrument that lights the way 
 Is unlike yours I’ve heard this day
 But lives and roars amidst the spray

Leave your bed, discard your rest
 When he hunts his treasure chest
 Perchance resolving this, your quest

One final thought I’ll now supply
 A souvenir marks out his tie
 To her you seek, an old ally.’

With the last word sung, the branches sank gradually down, and the tree exhaled a long, slow breath.

Kitty had been busily writing throughout this extraordinary spectacle, jotting down the last few words before looking up at her brother and smiling. ‘Got it!’

‘We did it!’ Hugo cried triumphantly. ‘What a voice.’

‘Best tree voice I’ve ever heard, that’s for sure. Great plan, coaxing the tree into singing by doing it ourselves. The only problem now is figuring out what on earth she meant by it all.’

‘I think you mean ‘what in Taara?’’ Kitty joked.

‘Very funny, thanks Dad,’ Hugo said sarcastically.

Kitty rewrote the words neatly over three pages – one per verse – and spread them out on the grass, so the two of them could take them in and try to determine their meaning.

‘”The instrument that lights the way”, I wonder what the Singing Tree meant by that?’ Hugo wondered. ‘Could it be a piece of equipment, like a compass?’

‘Or maybe a tool, like a torch?’ Kitty said.

‘That’s right, torches can light the way, but then again, the Singing Tree also said the instrument was “unlike yours I’ve heard this day”. I wonder what she meant by that?’

‘Well, she heard our song.’

‘That’s it!’ Hugo cried, rising to his feet. ‘When she said “instrument”, she meant the voice, not a tool.’

‘Therefore, perhaps “yours” refers to human voices. Maybe the Singing Tree meant that the voice we’re looking for isn’t human, but that of an animal or some other source.’

‘It could mean that this animal, this thing that the tree is referring to, is something that can lead us to Elise. The next line suggests who that could be – he, she, or it “lives and roars amidst the spray”. Well, at least we know it’s alive.’

‘Let’s take another look at the map to help narrow it down,’ Kitty suggested, but Hugo had already begun unfolding it.

They gazed at the map intently.

‘“Lives and roars amidst the spray”,’ Hugo pondered. ‘That suggests water.’

The high number of watercourses that Rufus and Tenzin had marked made the search feel daunting.

‘I’m guessing a lot of animals live in and around the water of the Wilderness,’ Kitty sighed. ‘How would we check up on all of them?’

‘True, but how many of those animals can roar?’

Hugo started staring at the centre of the map to create the 3D effect embedded by Tenzin and Rufus. ‘Let’s see what lies beneath,’ he urged his sister.

Kitty followed suit until the 3D images emerged from the page, the animals of the Wilderness springing to life.

A close inspection, with the twins carefully following the waterways and the images in and around them, revealed what they were looking for. Pictured on the edge of the Moon Sea were large blue-grey animals that roar amidst the spray: sea lions.

The map showed that they would need to travel north-west from the Singing Tree to reach the Moon Sea in order to find a sea lion – the individual one among goodness knew how many – who could help them find Elise. It seemed like a daunting task without Rufus and Veronica there to guide and protect them. They were sure that Franz wouldn’t be far behind, but they hoped the map gave them an advantage, and they felt buoyed by their success with the Singing Tree. The travellers agreed that the most sensible way to reach the sea was by finding their way to the Snakish River, which fed into it. They reasoned that the Snakish River must have been given its name because it looped about in winding circles like a partially coiled serpent in the process of unravelling.

After a half hour lunch break, much needed given their long walk in the early hours, they set out on their trail once more. The terrain was changing again, shifting from the boreal forest typical of the northern hemisphere into something more like a tropical jungle. The trees fought for space in the canopy above, creepers clandestinely sliding their way up and over the trees, hugging and encircling them with vines. A variety of fruits lit up the foliage with a dazzling array of colours. Flowering plants sprung to life where they could find a little niche of sunshine, and above them the twins spotted a sloth making its way sluggishly along a branch, while another group of trees hosted a family of monkeys chattering and swinging about. The siblings paused a moment to enjoy the sight, as the monkeys now stared back at them, wide-eyed, gossiping and pointing at the interlopers.

‘I wonder what they’re saying,’ Hugo pondered.

‘Nothing too rude, I hope. They seem friendly enough,’ Kitty said.

‘I imagine not all the forest inhabitants are quite so friendly. Fingers crossed we can find somewhere safe to rest for the evening.’

Kitty nodded, still watching the monkeys, who, apparently bored by the twins, were setting off deeper into the jungle.

After several hours of brisk walking, they agreed it was time to find a suitable place to spend the night. The previous night’s sleep had been interrupted and now they were exhausted – the fact that they did not have a tent or sleeping bags made the exotic jungle feel like a far less hospitable place.

‘Maybe we could try to get some sleep by leaning up against a tree,’ Kitty suggested.

‘That might work, but we’d still be pretty exposed,’ Hugo said as he surveyed the landscape.

‘We could take shifts, one keeping watch while the other sleeps.’

‘My worry is the insects that crawl up and down the trees, which might prevent us sleeping.’

To prove his point, Hugo walked to a nearby tree and gesticulated like a gameshow model to showcase its residents. All manner of insects, from prehistoric whoppers plodding along like tanks to tiny, colourful ants that scurried frenziedly in their thousands, scrambled up and down the trunk, from the leaf litter to the crown.

Kitty made a face of disgust.

Looking up, Hugo said, ‘We could try using our spikes to climb a big tree whose branches might support us.’

‘But wouldn’t there be a risk of falling? The height…’ Kitty’s voice trailed off with wearied frustration.

There didn’t appear to be an easy answer. Weighing up the options again, it seemed like sleeping against a tree might actually be the best bet. Hugo put forward a proposition. ‘How about this – let’s walk for another half an hour. If we haven’t found anything by then, we’ll look for the most suitable, most insect-free tree – if there is such a thing – that we can find, and camp there?’

Kitty agreed that it sounded like the best thing to do and on they trudged.

It felt like the half hour was just about up when a drizzle started.

‘I guess it’s time we had a look for that insect-less tree of yours,’ Kitty said.

Hugo bristled at the remark. ‘I thought we’d agreed it was the best option. It isn’t my fault the trees have insects on them. Why do you always have to be so sarc –’

He stopped mid-flow, having spotted something so out of place in the forest it almost felt like a miracle: a neat, box-shaped treehouse, carved of wood and raised on a platform some three or so metres from the ground. A run of stairs led up to its entrance.

‘Look,’ he said, pointing.

Kitty gasped in gratitude to whoever built that treehouse.

‘Good spot, little brother,’ she said.

‘I’m only your ‘little brother’ by two minutes.’

‘Ah, but those two minutes have made a world a difference. When you mature a little, you’ll understand.’

‘Those two minutes didn’t cajole the Singing Tree into giving up the clues we needed.’

‘But they did help us escape from the wolf.’

Hugo wanted to respond but stopped himself short. The conversation was getting heated, and it didn’t feel like the right time to argue, especially now that the rain was falling pretty heavily.

Seeing that her brother had reigned himself in, Kitty also parked her next comeback. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said simply.

‘Me too. Let’s hope the treehouse is empty.’

They climbed the wooden rungs that formed the stairway up the tree. The platform that supported the house was fronted by a little terrace about a metre wide, and a door that beckoned the twins inside. The house had a low roof, with about two metres of standing room inside. Each side of the house had a small window, made up of vertical slats that could be opened or closed like shutter blinds. On the floor there were four smooth logs and several woollen blankets.

‘What are the odds of finding this place,’ Kitty remarked as she toyed with the shutters on a window, peering at the jungle which was being drenched mercilessly by the rain.

Hugo had to agree, yet he couldn’t help exercising caution. ‘It’s terrific we managed to find it, but we need to be careful. We have no idea who built it or whether they’re coming back, and if they do, what they might do to us.’

‘If you’d prefer to go out into the rain, be my guest,’ Kitty replied.

‘I’m not saying there’s a better alternative, I’m just saying we need to keep our ears and eyes open.’

‘Sorry, understood. Let’s eat, I’m starving.’

They tucked into some bread and a tin of hearty vegetable soup, which they heated up using their tiny stove.

‘What do you suppose these logs are for?’ Kitty asked through a mouthful of food. ‘There isn’t anything resembling a chimney here, so I doubt they’re for heat or cooking, plus they’re all smoothed out.’

‘I reckon they’re pillows – well, more like headrests,’ Hugo said.

Looking at the hard surface, Kitty was incredulous. ‘For sleeping?’

‘I bet they’re more comfortable than they look.’

Kitty tried one out and found that Hugo was right, her head felt properly supported, even if the hard surface would take some getting used to.

Rain pattered on the roof above as they bedded down, each with a blanket underneath, and one on top. It felt good to be indoors again, listening to the rain that would otherwise be soaking them.

‘Whoever built this place didn’t build it as a long-term residence. Probably just some kind of shelter for times like these when it rains,’ Kitty mused.

‘They’re likely to be pretty short too,’ Hugo said, looking up at the low ceiling with a wide yawn. ‘Feels a bit like ‘Goldilocks and the three bears.’ Hopefully the bears don’t mind us stopping by for a night.’

‘I wonder if Mum and Dad are wondering where we are,’ Kitty said, feeling suddenly vulnerable.

‘Let’s not worry about that right now. Remember, Rufus confirmed what Franz said – that time moves differently between the worlds at this time of year, so only a couple of hours will have passed, provided we can return through the portal when the week is up. As far as Mum and Dad are concerned, we’ve probably only just settled down to dinner with Lucas.’

‘Even if we do make it out of here alive,’ Kitty asserted, ‘we still need to find Lucas at the other end.’

‘Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. If the kidnappers aren’t by the portal, we can go directly to Mum and Dad and call the police.’

‘Sorry for worrying. I know you’re right. We should focus on fulfilling our first objective – finding Elise.’

‘That’s OK. It’s good to talk it through – a bit like planning your next moves in chess.’

‘Trust you to bring up chess.’

Hugo almost took the bait, but resisted a retort, preferring to listen to the sound of the rain drumming on the roof.

‘Goodnight, Mr Crosspatch,’ Kitty said through a smile.

Hugo smiled too. ‘Goodnight, Little Miss Sarcastic.’

The sound of macaws screeching in the trees woke the twins from their deep and satisfying sleep. Standing up, Kitty stretched her arms, bumping the ceiling above, and ventured outside to look around. It was no longer raining, and a quick scan of the area suggested there were no people nearby.

‘Looks like Goldilocks has gotten away with it,’ she called to her brother.

‘Let’s get moving,’ Hugo said, ‘I’m not keen to see the three bears show up.’

After a quick breakfast of bread and fruit, they carefully descended the wet rungs of the ladder.

‘Goodbye, treehouse,’ Kitty said cheerily as she touched down on the ground, waving to the little structure.

The twins had walked only a few paces before hearing the sudden snap of a twig. The forest was alive with noise – the warbling of birds, the hum of insects, falling leaves – yet this sound was different; it felt ominous. The sound of someone snapping a twig is very distinctive, and the travellers automatically pictured Franz creeping stealthily towards them, bemoaning the snapped twig, but still holding the advantage, knowing that he hadn’t been spotted, disguised by some ingenious camouflage.

The siblings looked frantically around the forest.

‘I can’t see anyone, can you?’ Hugo whispered.

‘Nothing,’ Kitty replied nervously.

A sudden shout cut through the tension.

‘Reveal!’ came the cry.

All at once, several short and stocky people stepped out from behind some nearby trees, apparently perfectly concealed as the twins had emerged from the treehouse. The people were wearing a mixture of woollen clothes and animal skins, and each one of them held what looked like a spear. They were advancing menacingly towards the twins, who stood rooted to the spot in fear. As they drew closer still, it seemed that, though they were very humanlike, their brown skin wasn’t soft and fleshy like a person’s but was instead hard like a nut or dried fruit. This, combined with their short stature, gave them the appearance of nutty dumplings dressed in clothes, which seemed slightly comical, were it not for the spears they carried. One of their number, wearing a straw hat and a gruff expression, decided to give a show of strength. He pointed at a distant, slender tree before hurling his weapon with perfect accuracy – the spear striking its target with a resounding ‘thunk’.

Another stepped up close to Hugo and Kitty. He had a black beard that covered his whole face, including his nose, the hairs sprouting all the way up to just below a pair of piercing brown eyes. Like the others, he stood about a metre tall.

‘We are Sabad,’ he said in a commanding voice. ‘Our house.’ He gestured to the treehouse. ‘You have stayed in our house. We demand payment.’

‘Payment?’ the twins asked at once.

‘Let’s see, I think there should be some money in the backpack,’ Kitty recalled, though she wasn’t overly familiar with Taarean money. ‘I’m sure we can pay.’ She started fishing around in the backpack for the small leather purse.

‘No money, no good here,’ said the Sabad spokesman. ‘Some other payment.’

‘Perhaps he means something else that might have a more practical use,’ Hugo suggested tentatively, looking at the sharp points on the Sabad spears.

‘Yes, he means that,’ the bearded leader confirmed.

The other Sabad laughed.

‘Well, these are pretty valuable,’ Kitty said, taking her gloves out of her belt and holding them up for the Sabad to inspect. ‘How would a pair of these climbing gloves do? They might come in handy.’

The leader of the band laughed, and the rest of his troop joined in.

‘Show them, Tavit,’ he instructed the one who had thrown his spear.

Without delay,Tavit ran to a broad tree and leapt gracefully onto it, using his hands and feet to bounce his way swiftly up its trunk. The twins now noticed that the Sabad were shoeless and had hardy feet of the same knotty texture as the rest of their skin, making their feet looked like the very roots of trees.

‘OK, so maybe you don’t need those,’ Kitty admitted.

Next she offered them torches, provoking much laughter, followed by some energy bars, which were met with jeers of disapproval.

Almost out of ideas, Kitty drew out a brown paper bag that was filled with carrots.

‘I don’t suppose these would interest you?’ she asked dully.

The Sabad drew their huddled circle closer as Kitty took one from the bag.

‘Ahhhhh,’ the group gasped. They were enraptured.

‘Carrots. These are delicious,’ Kitty said, taking a bite of one.

She handed it to the leader, who sniffed it with delight before crunching down on the vegetable.

‘The orange fills my mouth!’ he said excitedly.

The carrot was shared around the group, with every one of the Sabad enjoying a taste.

‘We have never eaten carrots, but we would like to try them again. Two will do as payment,’ the leader said. He smiled now, though his mouth was barely visible beneath his bushy beard. ‘I am called Erik.’

‘I am Kitty, and this is Hugo, my brother,’ Kitty said.

‘We are making our way to the Snakish River. Do you know it?’ Hugo asked.

‘We are travelling there ourselves,’ Erik said. ‘To catch fish.’
 
A couple of the Sabad licked their lips with anticipation. Clearly, food was a big thing for the Sabad, the twins thought.

‘If you can show us the way to the Snakish River, we will gladly give you that whole bag of carrots,’ Kitty said.
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11. THE SNAKISH RIVER

The sun was setting with an orange glow as the travellers emerged from the forest and onto the banks of the Snakish River. It had taken a whole day’s hike accompanied by the Sabad – longer than they had hoped – but they had arrived at last. The river was broad and fast flowing, and the Sabad’s fishing boats bobbed and swayed by the bank. Looking up and down the waterway, they could plainly see why the river bore its name, as it curved its way through the forested terrain.

A small group of tents had been erected beside the river, where other Sabad, who welcomed the newcomers, were already camped. They watched and listened with interest as Erik introduced them.

‘Tonight, we will feast on carrots and fish, and you will tell us your story,’ Erik declared.

The encamped Sabad gathered around to look at the strangers. The Sabad children studied the twins intently, pointing up at them, marvelling at their stature, and laughing at their shoes.

‘We’d be happy to show you how to cook the carrots,’ Hugo said to Erik. ‘They do go well with fish.’

‘Delicious, I’m sure,’ Erik said, licking his lips.

Hugo and Kitty worked with the Sabad to prepare the meal using large black cauldrons for the vegetables and grills across an open fire for the fish. They were careful to apportion the coveted carrots onto every plate as they dished up the meal before sitting down to eat and tell their story to the assembled Sabad, who were seated in a great circle around the camp fire. The Sabad dived straight for the carrot on their plates, munching away in ecstasy and swapping opinions with smiles and laughter.

The twins did not find an opportunity to talk privately beforehand, but both knew they had to omit some information and stretch the truth a little, since they knew they couldn’t reveal their true origins. Instead, they told the Sabad that a group of criminals had attacked them – which was true enough, from their point of view – and that they were searching for Elise, as they believed she could help them, but were first seeking the sea lions of the Moon Sea in order to find her. The twins said that they had to move on swiftly to get back to their parents.

The story was translated into the Sabad language by Tavit, and when it concluded, the group chatted animatedly among themselves. Feeling nervous about the fibbing, Hugo drew a paperclip from his pocket and twisted it repeatedly between his thumb and index finger, as he and Kitty looked to Erik for his reaction.

‘Your story is very sad and we want to help,’ Erik said, stroking his bristled chin between his thumb and forefinger. He paused a moment, then continued, ‘We sometimes fish in the Moon Sea too.’ He turned to Tavit. ‘Can you sail tomorrow to the sea with our new friends?’

Tavit nodded.

‘That’s settled then,’ Erik declared. ‘If it pleases you, tomorrow morning you will go to the Moon Sea with Tavit. Only, he must return straight away to fish here with us on the river.’

The twins were thrilled to have this help and thanked the Sabad for their kindness.

‘Thank you for bringing us carrots!’ Erik laughed heartily.

The next morning, Tavit’s boat was prepared for departure. The wooden boat had a rudder and lantern post at the stern, a single sail for power, and a skilfully carved toucan perched on the prow, apparently serving no other purpose besides looking splendid. A swallowtail pennant coloured in blue, black and white, flapped whimsically in the breeze above the sail.

‘What a lovely boat!’ Kitty said, as she clambered aboard, sitting beside her brother on the rowing bench in the centre of the vessel.

‘My boat – Silver Star,’ Tavit beamed, pushing back the brim of his straw hat.

Hugo was distracted, thinking about the time they had until the portal reopened, knowing that the doorway between the worlds would only be open until midnight on that day. If they missed it, they would have a much longer wait ahead of them.

‘Fast boat?’ he asked Tavit.

‘Fast,’ Tavit said, throwing his hand out like a fishing line being cast.

They bade farewell to the Sabad, thanking Erik and his companions once more. As the boat made its way downstream, Tavit’s steady hand steered them away from the rocks and into the centre of the river. The boat started to pick up some speed as they hit the middle, where the current flowed freely, unencumbered by rocks. Maybe the boat wasn’t so bad after all, Hugo thought.

Moving steadily downstream, the twins looked back at the Sabad to wave. They could see their friends reciprocating with their little arms, the children gleefully jumping up and down on the banks of the river.

Suddenly, a frenzied movement erupted on the edge of the camp site. Figures scattered about in a blur, as shouts and cries of distress were heard. Hugo and Kitty squinted to try to get a better look, and Tavit turned about to see the commotion. Despite the confusion, it was apparent that the Sabad had been joined by some towering, unwelcome guests. As well as Franz and the spiky-haired woman, the twins could make out another new arrival: an enormous tiger. Franz and his confederates had arrived, and they had clearly wanted to intimidate the Sabad. The twins could see no sign of Rufus or Veronica, nor of Franz’s two other henchmen.

Seeing the ferocious, growling tiger in their midst, the Sabad backed away. They knew better than to try their luck with the great cat who drew herself up menacingly onto her hind legs, swishing her tail about angrily. The interlopers leapt into one of the fishing boats by the edge of the river. They struggled to untie the boat from its mooring, but after hacking at it with a knife, it was soon free, and the stolen boat made its way downriver in pursuit of the Silver Star.

The Sabad, however, were not going to allow their boat to get away that easily, and several spears were hurled at the vessel as it set off. With Franz at the helm, he manoeuvred the boat to avoid the spears and open up some distance from the bank, urging his companions to crouch down to avoid the missiles. Unfamiliar with the waters at first, Franz ran the vessel into some rocks, and a great crunch echoed along the river. The boat listed briefly, but Franz managed to steady it and guide the craft into the centre of the river where the water was deepest.

The boat was now out of firing range, and the Sabad could only wring their hands in frustration as they had already cast out fishing nets from the other boats and couldn’t follow. Even so, they had helped Tavit and the twins gain a head start downriver.

‘What can we do to go faster?’ Kitty pleaded.

‘Row,’Tavit replied in his laconic style.

Hugo and Kitty spotted the two oars at their feet and quickly fitted them into the rowlocks on either side of the boat.

‘Take good grip, make nice big strokes,’ Tavit said firmly. ‘I call.’

Tavit waited until the twins had both grasped their oars securely, then began calling out ‘stroke!’ very evenly, every four seconds, and they felt the boat glide faster downstream with each pull they made.

Their glimmer of optimism was short-lived, however, when they saw that Franz had cottoned on to the same idea, instructing a now-transformed Bonnie and the other woman to take up their oars while he held the tiller. Even so, the Silver Star possessed the advantage of Tavit’s superior sailing skills.

After ten minutes of rowing, they had made good progress down the river, which was flowing faster now, with a good wind filling the sail. Despite the fact that they were rowing against adults, they seemed to be increasing the gap between the boats.

Franz started barking orders again, gesturing with his hand to the woman with spiky brown hair to stand up. The woman looked positively gleeful as she took to her feet and prepared to dive into the water. The twins watched in disbelief, knowing the waters would be very cold, not to mention dangerous, with a serious risk of being dashed against the rocks. Unafraid, the woman smirked and waved to the sailors of the Silver Star before diving in.

Continuing to row, the twins scanned the waters near the boat for fear of what might emerge. It wasn’t long before a dark shape materialised, travelling quickly towards them. The outline looked much larger than a person, as it powered onwards like a submarine, until its shape gradually became clear.

‘Shark!’ Hugo cried, upon seeing the woman’s animal form.

‘Not possible,’Tavit said in disbelief as he kept a lookout for rocks up ahead. ‘No shark here.’

‘Look!’ Kitty urged.

Tavit turned around and saw the massive shark for himself.

‘Big shark,’ Tavit said, still maintaining his cool. ‘Just need five minute.’

Her eyes still fixed on the looming creature; Kitty had to know why. ‘What happens in five minutes?’

‘We go fast ride,’ he said plainly, pushing his straw hat firmly down.

Franz had now started rowing while Bonnie took the tiller. With only one rower, they had slowed down considerably. As she drew closer, the shark’s form became clearer, and she appeared to be a great white, famed and feared for its strength and size.

The noisy current was rushing, white water spraying across the boat and soaking their clothes as Tavit instructed the children to turn around and face forward instead of rowing. He lowered the sail, and asked his fellow travellers to be ready with their oars in case they were needed to prevent the boat being dashed on the rocks. The shark was only metres away.

‘Use oars to hit shark if need,’Tavit called through the wall of noise. ‘Aim for gills and eyes, balance boat if shark rams us.’

Kitty and Hugo drew their oars into the boat, watching in horror as the shark propelled itself forward like a torpedo set to strike the Silver Star. The shark approached on Hugo’s side, and rammed the boat hard, tipping it sharply onto its other side. It tipped so high that it felt as if the craft were going to capsize, but Hugo pushed down hard with his weight, sending the boat back in the other direction, a wave of water showering over them as it landed. Tavit and Kitty instinctively leant back to the other side to try to keep the boat balanced. As they touched back down on the water, Hugo gave the shark a mighty wallop with his oar. The blow missed her eyes, but smacked onto her head, and the enormous fish swivelled her head to snatch a glare at Hugo before diving below.

A primal shiver ran up Kitty’s spine. ‘That was a narrow miss,’ she shuddered.

The trio watched as the shark swam away from the boat before doubling back and moving towards them at top speed – this time on Kitty’s side. As she came nearer to the boat, she lifted her head slightly out of the water and opened her jaws wide. The many rows of deadly teeth flashed fearsomely at the crew of the Silver Star.

When the shark reached the boat, she narrowly avoided a strike from Kitty’s oar, and with her jaws opened to their fullest extent, chomped her mouth shut on the edge of the boat, taking a hefty chunk out of its side. The shark had just missed Kitty’s legs, much to her relief, but the boat listed unsteadily.

The twins could hear a distant cry of triumph from Franz and Bonnie.

‘Nearly there,’ Tavit tried to reassure his shipmates, as they did their best to balance the boat.

The shark circled round again, building up a determined momentum as she hurtled back towards the Silver Star. She was aiming for Kitty’s side again; perhaps she had figured on landing a knockout blow in the same damaged spot.

‘Let’s try this together,’ Hugo exclaimed.

He positioned himself at the front of the boat ahead of Kitty, and as he held his oar aloft, Kitty understood his intentions.

The shark opened her jaws as she raised her head to the water’s surface, her dark eyes fixed on the cavity in the boat. In the split second the shark lifted herself out of the water, the twins landed their blows hard on either side of the creature’s head, striking the eyes in unison. The wounded shark landed violently back in the water, narrowly missing the boat and sending a great wave into the vessel.

While the dazed shark dipped beneath the water, the twins worked with Tavit to bail the incoming water out of their beleaguered boat. The shark turned back towards the boat with an air of menace, making her indignation plain, as she flicked her tail like a cracking whip, sending a wall of spray high into the air.

‘Almost there,’ Tavit said, his eyes searching ahead between furiously scooping out handfuls of water.

What is he looking for? Hugo and Kitty wondered.

‘Under bench, seat belts – put on,’Tavit said.

The twins clipped the belts around their middles, while Tavit did the same at the helm.

‘No fear. It will be fast, then dark,’Tavit said laconically.
 
Tavit steered the Silver Star to the middle of the river, as the shark reared up like a huge juggernaut across the top of the water, swimming furiously towards the little boat. They were only moments from impact with the creature. Strapped in their seats, Hugo and Kitty felt helpless, and turned around to Tavit, who knew they were watching him, but he kept his eyes straight on the river ahead.

‘Trust,’ he said calmly.

The twins didn’t feel too confident. Looking at the shark, they were sure that she would smash the boat to pieces in a few short seconds, and they would find themselves flailing about in the rushing, freezing waters of the Snakish River, only to be dashed upon the rocks or worse still, devoured by a great white.

‘Three seconds,’Tavit said.
 
Two seconds.

One second…


[image: ]

12. THE MOON SEA

Just as the shark was set to clamp its jaws onto the boat and rattle it about mercilessly like an insignificant plaything, the vessel dipped and plunged downwards so suddenly that it almost seemed as if the Silver Star were airborne. Butterflies leapt in the twins’ chests, with a feeling of such helplessness that they instinctively screamed until their lungs burned. They gripped the sides of the rowing bench tightly, as the water surrounding them flashed past in a blur of greenish blue. It was sickening and terrifying all at once, and all thoughts of the shark vanished from their minds as they focussed on the terror at hand.

They descended sharply for a period, and then came a moment of calm – a stretch of relative flatness on the water, giving them barely enough time to notice the great wall of rock ahead, like the barrier of an enormous damn. They spied a gap in the rock through which the waters were rushing, and just as suddenly, the descent started again. They flew downwards, barely skimming the surface of the water. They were enveloped by a musty, damp smell; they had gone through the aperture in the wall of rock and were now in a tunnel, plunging rapidly. The screams of the twins echoed around the underground passage.

There was a palpable sense of relief as their speed began to slow at last, though they were still skimming along quickly. Seeing no sign of the shark or the other boat, Tavit decided to light the lantern on the stern of the Silver Star. The light glowed comfortingly in the darkness, illuminating the tunnel, the sides of which were a dull grey, but when Tavit suggested they look up, they saw something far more dazzling; the ceiling was covered in all manner of stalactites – long and short ones, rounded and pointy – forming shapes like slender figures, ghoulish faces, and mountain ranges in miniature.

Tipping her head further back to enjoy the spectacle, Kitty asked Tavit, ‘How much longer does the tunnel go on for?’

‘Not much longer, but we go fast. Lucky not walking.’
 
Although they trusted Tavit’s piloting, the twins did not feel completely safe hurtling through a rock-sided tunnel on a raging river, and so were relieved a short while later to see the tunnel coming to an end as they spotted a glimmer of light ahead. As they approached the light, they noticed that the ceiling above had transformed from stalactites into something else. At first glance, it looked like darkly coloured rock or possibly water stains seeping through the stone. On closer inspection, however, it seemed to be moving, pulsating like a strange black cloud. Nearing the end of the tunnel, the ceiling was so overshadowed by this bizarre phenomenon that it almost felt as if they were returning to darkness, rather than heading to the light.

Seeing the looks on the twins’ faces,Tavit enlightened them in his usual style. ‘Bats. Keep low.’

He stooped his back and shoulders, ducking his head down, while keeping one hand on the tiller and placing his other on top of his straw hat. Given his short stature, the children quickly mimicked his actions. Soon, the bats were swarming around them, flying in all directions as they competed for nesting space on the roof overhead. One almost struck Hugo from behind, screeching in his ear in alarm and eliciting a yelp from the boy. Tavit weaved and ducked nimbly, keeping a firm hand on the tiller as the bats swirled about them until the boat slipped out at last into the welcome sunshine.

The river widened as they exited the tunnel, and on either side of its white-foamed waters, the jungle was a cacophony of colour and sound. The prow of the boat nodding determinedly forward despite the damage caused by the shark. A breeze was blowing and Tavit unfurled the sail to take advantage of it.

It was early evening when the Silver Star sailed into the Moon Sea, gliding buoyantly along on its salty waters, and the twins were relieved to complete another stage of their journey. The inland sea was a great expanse of water fed by many rivers, though it was difficult to see much in the encroaching darkness. From the backpack, Kitty took the map and the drawing that showed that the sea was shaped like a globe.

‘Is it called the Moon Sea because of its shape?’ Hugo asked Tavit.

‘Yes, but more than this,’ Tavit replied. ‘Your parents must have told you tales of creatures who live on moon above the clouds.’

Hugo and Kitty nodded weakly, feeling a rush of guilt for lying.

‘Some say these animals live in Moon Sea too,’ Tavit continued.

Deciding that forewarned is forearmed, Kitty asked, ‘Which creatures exactly? In Kenalinn, tales are told of many animals on the moon, though I’m not sure any of those stories are true.’

‘Yes, many tales are told, but these ones, the ones that live here, are golden pangolins. Scaly characters. Can curl up into ball. They say that long ago on sky moon, the giant pangolins rolled themselves up and made holes that we can see today. The ones in Moon Sea, they are tricksters.’

‘And do you believe in these golden pangolins?’ Kitty asked.

‘I have seen them myself.’Tavit’s eyes were lit up in wonder. ‘They are magic sight, their colours burn so brightly.’

‘They must be easy to spot then,’ Hugo said.

‘Not at all. Like chameleon, golden pangolin is very good at hiding when he wants,’ Tavit said, moving his hand about like a fish.

‘And why do they play tricks on you?’ Kitty asked.

‘They like fish, just like us. Sometimes they make holes in our nets to rob us of our catch,’ Tavit said, laughing. ‘Tonight, we will take boat to shore and stay in good Sabad hut. We rest. In morning I go.’

In the early morning light, the trio ate a breakfast of bread and fruit they had gathered with the Sabad in the jungle – delicious figs and pineapple – and washed it down with coconut milk.

‘I go back now,’ Tavit said, ‘but you may take canoe to visit the sea lions.’ He pointed along the left shore of the sea, and continued, ‘Go along the coast and you find them.’

Tavit showed the twins the canoes that were housed in a wooden shed near the hut where they had spent the night.

‘How will you get back to the other Sabad from here? Won’t it be hard to go back upriver?’ Hugo asked.

‘Do not worry about me,’ Tavit said, smiling so that ridges formed in the hard skin of his cheeks. ‘We used Snakish River to come here, but I return to Snakish using Lizard Tail.’

They hugged Tavit farewell and thanked him for all his help.

‘We’re sorry that the Sabad lost a boat,’ Kitty said.

‘That boat was old. Needed to make new one anyway,’Tavit said good-naturedly, then waved farewell as he boarded the Silver Star and sailed away.

Waving back from the little dock, Hugo said to Kitty, ‘Well, no time like the present. We should make our way to find the sea lions. The portal opens and closes tomorrow.’

The twins took down a canoe and paddles from the shed and set it on the water. They paddled cautiously at first, gradually gaining confidence until they had found a good rhythm to glide over the sea. They stayed near the shoreline, occasionally spotting schools of fish swimming nearby. A variety of sea birds were visible too, with pelicans and cormorants diving for fish and gulls hovering overhead in thermal updrafts. The shore was dotted with pristine coves and sandy beaches until the terrain changed into a cliff face that grew steadily higher, obscuring the coastline beyond.

Coming around the edge of this rocky outcrop, the travellers observed a long beach that stretched for miles, the golden sands a stark contrast to the towering, forbidding cliffs they would shortly be leaving behind.

Kitty rested her paddle to glance at the map again. ‘This must be the sea lions’ beach,’ she said.

‘But where are the sea lions?’ Hugo asked.

He was right; there was no sign of them all along that sandy stretch.

‘Maybe we just need to get closer,’ Kitty suggested.

The siblings went ashore, exploring the dunes and tall grasses that ringed the beach, but found no trace of the mammals.

Kitty was disheartened.

‘Maybe the Singing Tree’s song had nothing to do with sea lions after all. Maybe we were wrong.’

‘But Tavit showed us the location of the colony on the map. They should be here,’ Hugo said.

They scanned the horizon, and looked long and hard in all directions, however, they could not spot a single sea lion.

‘Wait a minute… It’s still morning,’ Kitty said. She paused a moment, then said quietly, ‘That makes sense.’

Hugo was perplexed. ‘What makes sense?’

‘They’re out fishing. It’s best to go fishing in summer in the early morning and late evening. And think about this – the Singing Tree also said “Leave your bed, discard your rest, when he hunts his treasure chest”. The treasure chest is a metaphor for fish, since that’s the true treasure of a sea lion, and when the she told us to “discard our rest”, I guess she meant go and find them early in the day.’

‘Good thinking,’ Hugo congratulated his sister. ‘Well, what now?’

‘I think we should wait right here until they return from their hunting. If we can avoid going back to the hut, in case you-know-who turns up, so much the better.’

‘Agreed, let’s take the canoe further up the beach and find a place to settle down.’

Lunchtime came and went, and the twins strolled up and down the beach, exploring the sands and rockpools until they grew bored of waiting, and the afternoon sun felt oppressively hot.

‘Since the weather’s so fine, why don’t we take a dip?’ Kitty suggested. ‘The sea looks pretty inviting.’

Hugo looked at the waves lapping at the shore and, feeling the rays of sun warming his back, he happily agreed to Kitty’s suggestion. They were shattered, and a dip would do them good – apart from anything else, it had been a while since they last bathed.

The twins moved the canoe beyond the sand dunes, making it harder for any unwanted arrivals to spot it.

They stripped to their underclothes and Kitty cried, ‘Last one in’s a rotten roovik!’ as she raced to the water.

Hugo wasn’t going to be outpaced this time, and he dashed after his sister. She had the lead, but he was fast catching up. Kitty accelerated her speed as the fine sand turned damp and she gained a better foothold. Hugo picked up his pace and drew ever closer to his rival, taking advantage of a sideways glance from Kitty to dig deep into his energy reserves and take longer strides, his lungs straining with the extra spurt. He made a final lunge, landing with a splash in the shallow waters, arms aloft in victory.

‘The only reason you won is because I checked your position,’ Kitty complained breathlessly.

‘You shouldn’t have looked sideways then, should you?’ Hugo said with a smile. He reached down with both hands to splash a load of water at his sister.

Kitty attempted to shield herself, but it landed on her head anyway. ‘You’ll pay for that, brother. This means war,’ she vowed, sweeping a wave of water over Hugo.

A mighty battle ensued, the two of them enjoying the down time to fool around among the waves. The water was comfortably warm once the siblings adjusted to it, and they swam to about twenty metres out, to where the sea was a deep blue, before laying on their backs and admiring the sky. It was dotted beautifully with wispy clouds drifting overhead, blocking out the glare of the sun.

‘That’s a petrel over there,’ Kitty said, pointing at a bird in flight.

‘Don’t you ever stop birdwatching?’ Hugo asked with a smile.

‘Not if I can help it, you know that. The ecology of Taara is amazing, we could learn so much from this place.’

‘As long as our planet doesn’t destroy it first.’

Kitty was about to reply when she felt a tug at the heel of her foot. Instinctively, she switched into an upright position and eyed her brother suspiciously.

‘Very funny,’ she said.

Still mesmerised by the blue sky, Hugo continued lying on his back. ‘Eh? I didn’t say anything funny,’ he said incredulously.

‘You know what you did,’ Kitty said adamantly.

‘Did what?’ Hugo objected.

At that moment, Hugo felt a sharp nip on the back of his heel.

He turned bolt upright in the water like his sister.

‘Now who’s being funny?’ he said.

Kitty now felt a disturbing sensation on her toes, as if something was nibbling them; moments later the same thing happened to her brother.

Looking at one another, they realised with dread that their sibling wasn’t responsible for whatever was going on beneath the water. It was difficult to see very deeply, and they didn’t have goggles to make it any easier. Their anxiety mingled with a deep regret:Taara had some pretty lethal animals, so getting in the water may not have been their cleverest idea.

‘Let’s get back to shore,’ Hugo said.

Kitty was not going to argue, except that – wait, what was that noise? It sounded almost like a muffled giggle. Then she felt the nipping again, this time accompanied by a rushing current that was circling around her knees. Looking at the current with trepidation, the twins caught a glimpse of something shiny. The thing came right to the top of the water, and the twins watched in amazement as it looped around Kitty before leaping from the water, shooting high into the air with a high-pitched, ‘Weeeeeeeeee!’ before landing with a great splash nearby. The peculiar animal was about the size of a small dog with four webbed feet and a long tail, covered in gold scales that glinted in the sun.

‘A golden pangolin!’ Hugo and Kitty chorused.

The pangolin swam back to the twins, twittering cheerfully.

Kitty brushed the hair from her eyes. ‘It’s amazing. It looks like it’s all made out of gold, and here it is swimming about like a fish when it looks like it belongs on land. I see what Tavit meant about the pangolins being such tricksters – this guy really had us going for a minute there.’

The pangolin produced excitable noises that sounded like the toots of a whistle and was enthusiastically gesturing downwards with its front paws.

‘I’m going to follow it down,’ Hugo said.

‘We won’t be able to see much,’ Kitty replied doubtfully.

‘Seems rude not to go and have a look, though, doesn’t it?’

‘Weren’t we going to go back to the beach?’ Kitty reminded her brother.

‘We know it was this little guy all along, so there’s nothing to worry about.’

The golden pangolin dived down with a wink, and, taking deep breaths, Hugo and Kitty promptly followed in its wake. At first, they could not see much further than their own outstretched arms, but then something remarkable happened; the pangolin rolled itself into a ball and self-illuminated like a powerful lightbulb, sending light across the undersea world, revealing bright corals of pink, white, purple, and red, and large schools of fish swimming by. There were fish that darted in and out of anemones, crabs sidestepping along the floor, sea kelp bobbing along with the current, and in the distance, a purple octopus contracted and released its legs as it propelled itself along, like a travelling accordion being squeezed.

Hugo and Kitty took what must have been their tenth dive to enjoy the underwater delights, when an intense drumming sounded, pulsating menacingly throughout the ocean realm. The earth was shaking, and the colourful world became a distorted, sickening haze: another Blurring had begun.

As they tried to resurface, the force of the Blurring carried Hugo and Kitty downwards, sweeping them along in a powerful rip. The best the twins could do was hold their breath and try to protect themselves by blocking out the blaring noise with their hands. Slippery creatures and objects brushed against them, and there was a terrifying risk that they would be sliced up by the coral or slammed into the rocks along the seabed. Sand was swirling about in great clouds that blocked their vision. The throbbing pain in their heads was agony as the drumming grew ever louder; their ears felt as if they were going to burst. They pursed their lips tighter to hold the remaining oxygen inside, feeling the air disappearing until all that remained was the very tiniest bubble, a last defence against drowning.

As the twins felt the world darkening around them, the drumming started to recede and the current that held them down gradually released them from its hold. This was their chance to swim to the surface, though the world was still spinning and everything remained merely a chaotic mess of shapes and silhouettes. They pushed upwards through the water with their remaining strength, until with one final effort they burst onto the surface and drew great gulps of air into their lungs.

Oxygen never tasted quite so sweet, and the twins lay on their backs for a well-earned rest.

‘That was terrifying,’ Kitty said after a solid pause.

‘Understatement of the year, but yeah, we seem to have forgotten about the dangers of the Blurrings,’ Hugo said sheepishly. ‘It was stupid to come out for a swim.’

‘We should probably get back to the beach,’ Kitty said.

‘Wait, what about the pangolin? We should check it’s OK.’

‘I suspect it’s fine, being a sea creature, but let’s have a look.’
 
They dived down once more, the waters very dark beneath, and they couldn’t see the pangolin or its light.

‘Maybe it swam off, or got swept up in the current,’ Kitty said, when they had both resurfaced.

‘Let’s take another look,’ Hugo said, taking a big breath and diving down.

There was no pangolin to be seen in the murky blur.

‘Come on, let’s head back,’ Kitty said. ‘Feels like we’re tempting fate with another Blurring.’

Still unsure, Hugo decided to take one last look. Swimming down, he scanned the area in all directions, and he was about to come up for air when he saw a faint glow in the distance. He broke the surface and told Kitty what he’d seen, urging her to take a look with him, as he was concerned that the pangolin was in trouble.

They both swam to the spot he’d identified and dived down, taking care to take a big breath, as they were unsure of the depth. As they approached the dim light it glowed a little stronger, as though trying to get the attention of the swimmers. The light wasn’t moving at all, however, just staying put. As the twins drew closer, they could see in the dim light that the pangolin was entangled in some kind of sea grass.

Hugo reached down and unwrapped the grass that bound the creature. A flesh wound was visible in the animal’s side, and it started glowing more powerfully when the last of the grass was removed, as if its health was being restored. Seeing the pangolin freed by her brother, Kitty swam up to the surface.

Hugo held the pangolin in his right hand and started to push up through the water, but as he did so he felt a sharp tug on his ankles; the grass had seized onto him like an octopus’s tentacle and was pulling him powerfully back down to the bottom of the sea. The bonds that had held the pangolin had been thin strips of grass, but the ones restraining Hugo were like thick leather.

The boy turned around and gripped onto the grass that had wrapped tightly around his ankles, letting go of the pangolin at the same time, who illuminated the area as best it could. Hugo tried to pull the grass off his ankles, but each time he pulled, it gripped even tighter. He clutched it in both hands and twisted it in knots to try to loosen its stranglehold, but the same thing happened. As he twisted, the grass tightened even more, until he was being dragged mercilessly along the seabed. Another arm of the plant appeared out of nowhere and gripped around both of his hands, making the prospect of freedom even more distant.

Kitty, who had been swimming to the shore throughout this struggle, became worried when Hugo failed to emerge after her. She swam back and took a deep breath before diving down to search for him. Following the glow of the pangolin, which hovered above her hapless brother, her heart raced as she spotted Hugo being pulled along the floor, a trail of sand billowing in his wake.

She swam quickly through the water and finally reached her brother, joining him in his struggle to tackle the monstrous plant. Kitty took hold of the stalks that had ensnared Hugo and tried tearing them in two, but it was like trying to cut through a leather belt with her bare hands. Hugo was running dangerously low on air, and his body was weakening with every passing second.

Kitty kept trying to tear at the plant while fending off its other limbs from trapping her. Meanwhile, Hugo continued to be yanked along the seabed. The golden pangolin had stayed with them all along to provide light, and just as it looked like Hugo would lose consciousness, the animal suddenly looked up and rocketed to the surface. It was pitch black on the bottom of the sea. The plant had snared Kitty’s legs and was dragging her along too, try as she might to free herself. It felt as though they had completely lost control of the situation as their bodies weakened in the struggle.

Amidst the darkness a sudden red light appeared from above, like a tiny coal glowing defiantly in the gloom. Hugo just barely glimpsed the light. He sensed himself getting sleepier by the second and he had stopped fighting against the plant, overpowered and resigned to his fate; Kitty was still writhing about, but her strength was fading too.

A large, dark shape cut through the red light, which surged into a golden blaze. The pangolin was swimming back down towards the twins, lighting the way and the whole of that watery world, and this time he had company: an enormous sea lion.
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13. AN OLD ALLY

The sea lion sped down to the bottom of the sea, the trail of bubbles in its wake lit up by the golden pangolin. Seeing Hugo in his limp state, the sea lion opened its jaws and tore through the leathery stems that were coiled around the boy’s arms and legs. Despite the lacerations, the plant resurged and tried to take Hugo in its grasp once more, but the hardy mammal fiercely beat the plant back with its sledgehammer tail. The sea lion freed Kitty with the same method, and she was able to swim freely to the surface while the animal positioned itself under Hugo’s sagging body and swam him to the surface like a horse with its rider.

Hugo spewed water upon breaking the surface before he took his first gasps of air, never before feeling so grateful for the simple act of breathing. The sea lion waited patiently beneath Hugo’s exhausted body, serving as a makeshift life raft while Kitty made sure her brother was comfortable and breathing normally.

Satisfied that Hugo was alright, the group swam back slowly to the shore, and as they moved through the water, Kitty noticed other sea lions swimming alongside. In different circumstances, Hugo and Kitty would have been fearful of swimming too closely to the massed, bulky mammals, but right now they weren’t bothered in the least, fixated as they were on reaching dry land to rest as far away from the monstrous underwater plant as possible.

The soft sand beneath their feet was reassuring as they walked the last stretch of the shallows and the twins’ rescuer heaved its body up and out of the water. The golden pangolin darted about in the water, altering its light with a rainbow of colours.

‘That was a close shave,’ Hugo said, as he lay down on the beach.

‘If it hadn’t been for our friend here, I don’t know what we would have done,’ Kitty said, motioning to the sea lion.

‘My guess is we would have made an early dinner for that octopus plant.’

Turning to the sea lion, and feeling more than a little ridiculous, Hugo said, ‘Mr or…Mrs Sea Lion, I just want to say thank you for saving my sister and me. Without you, we’d be finished.’ Hugo turned back to his sister. ‘What am I doing? Sea lions can’t talk.’

‘Can’t we just?’ a booming voice declared. ‘Don’t mention it, by the way.’

The twins looked right at each other, their eyes widening, before turning their gaze on the sea lion. In the chaos, they had completely forgotten about their mission to find the one who could lead them to Elise.

‘You can talk!’ Hugo exclaimed.

‘Course he can,’ Kitty said. ‘This is Taara, hello?’

‘I can indeed,’ the creature replied. ‘By the way, it’s Mr Sea Lion, but you can call me Ferenc.’

‘You’re Ferenc?’ Hugo exclaimed. ‘You’re the man who went on the expedition with Andras and Elise?’

‘Elise!’ the sea lion blurted out with such volume that the twins leapt back in fright, before he softened his tone, ‘How do you know about the expedition?’

‘We were told the story by Rufus of the Viru clan. That’s why we’ve come here – in search of Elise…and you too, of course,’ Hugo added hastily.

‘As you’ve probably guessed, we know all about the Animorphs,’ Kitty said. ‘Oh, and…thank you for saving us in the water, Ferenc.’

‘My pleasure. Lucky for you, our golden pangolin friend alerted me to the danger, and I happened to be returning from fishing with my companions.’

Hugo noticed that Ferenc had a deep scar running across his chest.

‘I see you’ve spotted my little mark,’ Ferenc said. ‘An old memento of past struggles, I’m afraid.’

With those words, Hugo’s mind lit up. ‘A memento! That’s a bit like a souvenir, isn’t it?’ Hugo’s voice almost sounded cheery, though Ferenc didn’t see the funny side.

‘Yes, it is a bit like a souvenir, but please don’t be too happy about my misfortune, it’s something I’d rather not recall.’

‘Sorry,’ Hugo said. ‘It’s just that it’s the last part of the riddle.’

‘The riddle?’

‘The Singing Tree said “A souvenir marks out his tie,To her you seek, an old ally”. Ferenc, your scar must be the souvenir. Your scar is a sign of what links you to Elise.’

Another sea lion sidled up next to Ferenc, barking a series of grunts as it brushed its whiskers against his neck. The twins had almost forgotten they were talking to an animal and now found themselves surrounded by a dozen more of the same. Ferenc yapped a series of high-pitched notes at the newcomers, who shuffled off up the beach.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Ferenc said. ‘You’re thinking, “why hasn’t he changed back into his human form?”’

The twins nodded.

‘Because right now, I can’t,’ Ferenc said plainly. ‘Why don’t you get dried off and back into your clothes and we can find somewhere more private to talk.’

The twins waved goodbye to the golden pangolin, who leapt up joyfully from the water, happy to see the twins safe and well, before swimming out to sea and plunging beneath the waves.

Ferenc led the twins to a secluded place among the sand dunes, where he could tell his tale in peace. ‘As you rightly surmised, I am an Animorph. I very rarely see people out here, but when I saw you two in trouble, I had to help you out of your predicament. When I spotted your different coloured eyes, I sensed there had to be some connection with the Society of the Seven Seals.’

Kitty groaned at the mention of their mismatched eyes. ‘You don’t believe in the prophecy, do you? The one that says that we’ve got to be killed in order to stop the Blurrings?’

‘Of course not, but it’s not every day we get two human swimmers – both with different coloured eyes – out here in the Moon Sea, so I decided to take a chance and open my big mouth. Besides, I could use your help. Five years ago – I may be a sea lion, but I can count the seasons – the head of the Rapala clan, Andras…did you have the pleasure of meeting him?’ The twins nodded in unison and Ferenc smiled wryly. ‘Andras invited Elise and me on an expedition to the Wilderness, ostensibly in search of something to stop the Blurrings once and for all.’

‘Yes, Rufus told us already,’ Kitty said, ‘but please go on.’

‘Andras said he was onto something big, and he had specially selected us to go with him. Elise and I had some misgivings as we were due to marry about a month later, but he allayed our fears, flattering our egos about our roles in saving Taara, and telling us we needn’t worry, as we would be back well before our big day.’

Ferenc sighed and rolled his big sea lion eyes. ‘It was naïve of us to be that trusting, but we felt honoured to be invited. We went through the Wilderness until we came to the Moon Sea. From here, he took us on through more forest and the Beehive Range, until we arrived at the foot of a mountain. Elise and I were surprised to see a tiny door cut into the rock at its base. Andras told us to exercise caution as we approached, saying that he suspected a sorcerer lived there, and though he might be dangerous, if we could speak with him peacefully, he may hold the key to stopping the Blurrings.’

‘A sorcerer?’ Kitty asked in disbelief.

‘That’s what Andras told us. I challenged him about this, saying that magic was merely the stuff of myth and legend, but he convinced us that there’s often a grain of truth to old stories, that some things lie hidden in the shadows, known only to a few.’

Ferenc shuffled about then gave himself a good scratch with a flipper.

‘I confess I had heard hushed talk of sorcery and magic among some of the older Animorphs,’ he continued, ‘though I had assumed they were just showing off, pretending they held secrets reserved for those of seniority.

‘In any case, I felt both nervous and excited, as if we were on the brink of a true breakthrough, stooping to go through that tiny door into the mountain. The room was very dark and gloomy, though I could see a large table covered in what looked like some sort of experimental equipment – glass bottles filled with liquids, stones and gems in labelled boxes, things like that. Elise and I asked Andras whose workshop it was and what information he had linking it to the ending of the Blurrings, but he had gone silent. We were taken aback by his sudden sneer, a hideous grin that stretched tightly across his face.

‘He grabbed hold of Elise, telling her that it would be her home henceforward. He said he respected the memory of her father so much that she had to stay there to work for him, for the good of Taara.

‘As I stood there frightened and confused, Andras turned to me and used his hands to conjure up some sort of fireball. I was totally blindsided – I’d never seen anything like it. He hurled it with deadly accuracy towards me. The result is the scar you see before you today – the “souvenir”, as the Singing Tree called it. It hurt like hell, but I managed to get out of there and run for all I was worth. He must have locked Elise inside his mountain cell and then begun his pursuit. I intended to try to reach Kenalinn so I could alert the other Animorphs and we could rescue Elise together.’

‘So why couldn’t you?’ Hugo asked,

‘Despite my advantage in years, Andras has the benefit of flight, as he can transform into a vulture. The pursuit continued through the Beehive Range and the forest at breakneck speed. He sent more of those fireballs at me, but luckily he kept missing his mark, and I managed to find shelter where I could.

‘At last, I saw the shore of the Moon Sea up ahead, and was positive that I would be able to use my Animorph aquatic skills to escape. I leapt into the waters in my sea lion transformation and felt an immense sense of relief. I swam beneath the waves for a minute, plotting my next moves, what I would be telling the Council, how I was going to make everything alright and save Elise. Finally, I rose up to take a breath, and in that fateful moment, I saw him standing on the edge of the shore, and our eyes met across the waves. Hands outstretched and at the ready, he sent a powerful bolt of light that reached me in moments, but I was surprised that, instead of pain, I felt only the very slightest jolt. I quickly realised that Andras must have fired something altogether different from earlier. After he’d disappeared and I tried to change back into my human form, I just couldn’t do it, and it was then that I realised exactly what he’d done – that white light he fired had forced me to remain as a sea lion.’

‘Why didn’t he just kill you with another fireball?’ Hugo asked.

‘Perhaps I was too far away for him to use his fireball, or maybe he relished the idea of me being stuck as I am. I tried to make my way through the forest to reach Elise, but I couldn’t get far as a sea lion.’

‘An expedition did set out to look for you,’ Kitty said, ‘however, it won’t surprise you to hear that it was conveniently organised by Andras, so he must have steered it away from your true locations.’

‘The devil had it carefully planned out,’ Ferenc said ruefully.
 
Kitty relayed their own story to Ferenc, of how they needed to disprove the prophecy and return home with the Helios Book.

‘We’ve got to go on until we reach Elise,’ Hugo said. ‘Apart from the danger of Franz, we have to get back through our portal by tomorrow night. Luckily, Rufus gave us this map.’ He unfolded the map for Ferenc to see.

‘An excellent map,’ Ferenc said excitedly, scanning the chart. ‘I can escort you to the other side of the Moon Sea. From there you need to travel northwards on foot through the forest, following this river,’ he gestured to the map with his head, ‘then over the Beehive Range, until you reach Mount Kivi. At the foot of the mountain, you will find the door to Andras’s hidden chamber. Look for the trees that spout water and gold at sundown. Please free my beautiful Elise and return to me if you can.’

‘Thank you, Ferenc, we will do our best,’ Kitty said. ‘Time is pressing, so let’s get going right away.’

They dragged their canoe into the water and started paddling, Ferenc swimming alongside, guiding them across the sea. The monotony and weariness of the journey was broken only by glimpses of sea life and birds flying overhead. Arriving at a beach on the other side of the sea, the twins bid farewell to Ferenc.

‘We’ll make sure we return with Elise,’ the twins assured him as he ducked beneath the waves.

Dusk was falling, and the coming onset of darkness gave the twins a heightened consciousness of the march of time. The portal would open up again the very next day, and they would need to go through it or risk a far longer absence from home and, worse still, unimaginable consequences for their friend Lucas.

‘Let’s try to get an hour’s hike in before it gets really dark,’ Kitty said, as they pulled the canoe onto the beach. ‘It doesn’t look like it’s going to rain, and we can try to shelter against a tree for the night, one of those that Tavit suggested.’

His aching arms and shoulders told him otherwise, but Hugo had to agree, slipping the backpack over his shoulders, and following his sister into the forest. He had only taken a few steps when he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye, an object that stopped him dead in his tracks: it was a battered Sabad boat, hidden among the trees that lined the beach.
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14. CLOSE ENCOUNTERS IN THE BEEHIVE RANGE

A familiar sickening feeling came over Hugo and Kitty as they went cautiously towards the boat for a closer inspection. They had no way of knowing whether Franz and his companions were somewhere nearby, or when they had taken the boat on shore, but they could not hear any voices or footsteps. The twins agreed this was not the time to stick around, walking stealthily into the forest instead.

After about an hour, the sun had come down, and it felt too dangerous to proceed on foot. Hugo and Kitty set up their camp, using branches to build a lean-to shelter against a smooth tree that was mostly free of insects, thanks to the advice of Tavit, and kept close to maintain warmth. They ate a simple meal from their ever-dwindling supplies – stale bread and dried fruit – indulging in chocolate for dessert while quietly discussing their plans to reach Elise.

‘Given what Ferenc told us, I think we can find Elise if we move quickly at first light,’ Hugo said.

‘Let’s not forget that he is an adult, and at the time he was being chased by a maniacal sorcerer,’ Kitty said.

‘It’s precisely because he was running scared that he was at a disadvantage – we’ve got the map.’ Hugo gestured to the chart to bring his point home. ‘If we head north, we should reach the Beehive Range around lunchtime and Mount Kivi in the late afternoon.’

‘Provided we don’t encounter any setbacks.’

‘That might happen, but we must keep going. What choice do we have?’ Hugo said.

Kitty knew her brother was right, despite her doubts. ‘We’d just better hope we can make it back in time for the portal opening.’

Hugo’s momentary optimism was suddenly struck a terrible blow when he realised something he had forgotten to consider.

‘I’ve failed to factor in the trip back,’ he said dispiritedly. ‘Even if we reach Elise tomorrow evening, we’re a long way from the portal. What will happen to Lucas if we don’t get back soon?’

Kitty sighed internally, but knew it was her turn to try to lift Hugo’s spirits. ‘As you said, there’s nothing we can do but persevere. Whatever happens, we will find a way. We’ve come this far, haven’t we?’

Hugo managed a half smile in reply.

‘We’ll go at first light – fast,’ Kitty added. ‘We can pretend it’s a running race – it’ll be your chance to get your own back.’

Despite their anxieties, the day had been exhausting. In the warm evening air neither of the twins struggled to quickly fall into a deep sleep, insects or no insects.

A dawn chorus of screeching sulphur-crested cockatoos woke the children from their slumber. Kitty saddled up with the bag and they started walking determinedly towards Mount Kivi. The day was hot, and it was thirsty work keeping up a steady pace towards their destination. Since spotting the boat, the twins remained vigilant, conscious that Franz and Bonnie could be lurking somewhere nearby.

They walked briskly for a few hours, following the route of the river shown by Ferenc, past red and yellow flowering gums, scarlet bottlebrush, and speckled wattlebirds dipping their beaks into kangaroo paw to taste the sweet nectar within.

After a lunch of disappointingly tired carrots, supplemented with some raisins and chalky apples, the forest thinned as the travellers came to a large field that was filled with wildflowers splashed together in a riot of colour. In the centre of the field was a cluster of trees, and Kitty noticed a flock of galahs high up in the canopy, and pointed them out to Hugo. The birds’ pastel pink feathers stood in stark contrast to the green leaves surrounding them. They chatted raucously among themselves and pecked about for seeds.

The travellers walked towards the trees, and as they drew closer, the galahs intensified their screeching before taking flight in a blur of colour that quickly disappeared into the trees on the other side of the field. Something had clearly startled the animals, perplexing Hugo and Kitty, since neither of them had made any sudden movements or spoken loudly on their approach. The abrupt end to the cacophony of the birds was followed by an eerie silence, broken only by Hugo gulping down some water from a bottle.

Kitty had the distinct feeling they were being watched, and she looked intently at the copse ahead and all around the field but could see nothing except the insects and butterflies hovering above the flowers. She stopped still and lifted her head to look at the sky beyond.

This made Hugo feel impatient. ‘What are you looking for?’ he asked irritably. ‘Let’s keep moving.’

‘There’s something watching us, I’m sure of it,’ Kitty said, turning to the left, before swivelling all the way around; and this time, just as she was completing her turn, she saw something out of the ordinary in the sky. It was something big, that much was true, but the brightness of the sunshine obscured the mysterious object. She squinted, nudging her brother to look too, as she shielded her eyes to get a better view. The thing was approaching fast, and it was looking bigger all the time, so big that it wasn’t long before it started to look like a small plane making its descent and, considering its trajectory, that it might very well land right on top of them.

Hugo opened his mouth in disbelief, before uttering, ‘That thing is huge…but surely it’s too big to be…a bird?’

As it drew nearer, it was clear that the object was, in fact, a colossal bird that was bigger than a fully grown tiger, its huge yellow talons stretching out viciously beneath its muscular legs.

‘It’s a Haast’s eagle!’ Kitty cried. ‘Run!’

Kitty took off towards the grove of trees in the centre of the field, Hugo following hot on her heels. He had no idea what a Haast’s eagle was, and judging by the look of it, he wasn’t keen to get close enough to find out.

The giant bird dived down swiftly towards them, as they doggedly ran on, snatching quick glances behind to check its proximity. They were still forty or fifty metres from the safety of the trees, and the bird flexed its talons in greedy anticipation of snatching a sizable meal.

Another fleeting look behind her made Kitty realise that, however hard they ran, they lacked the time to reach the tree line, and she screamed, ‘Lie down!’ at her brother. Hugo obliged, hitting the ground right away.

Kitty took the backpack off and, looking up at the diving bird, swung the bag around to face it. She braced herself as the massive eagle, confused by the bag, stopped short and landed heavily before the girl. Kitty took advantage of its surprise, smashing the bag against the creature’s beak, and it responded by reaching out with its talons to grasp onto the backpack. Kitty was knocked backwards, and she fell hard in the dirt, scraping her elbows and arms as she desperately rolled away from the bird.

With tremendous speed, the animal dipped its beak forward to jab at Kitty, who rolled out of the way in the nick of time to avoid being skewered, and the bird took a mouthful of dirt for its trouble. Helpless on the ground, Kitty watched for the angry raptor’s next move. It jabbed down again, this time grazing her shoulder, and the girl yelped in pain. Seeing its wounded prey, the eagle leaned its body forward, lifting up a leg with the intention of crushing the girl underfoot, but as it did so, it fell with a great crash onto its side – one of the straps of the bag had wound itself around its leg, and the bird had toppled over. It grappled with it furiously while Kitty leapt up and joined her brother in speeding towards the trees in the middle of the field. They paused to catch their breath, vigilantly watching the eagle; its leg was freed now, but the animal was still perplexed as to whether or not the bag was food. Judging that the bird would struggle to take flight immediately, the twins moved quickly across the other side of the field.

Relieved to be in the safety of the dense forest, Kitty studied the tear in her tracksuit top and her wounds, which were sore but manageable, saying, ‘On the downside, we don’t have the backpack anymore, but on the upside, we’re both alive.’

‘Lucky I was holding onto this when the bird attacked,’ Hugo said, holding up his water bottle. ‘What was that thing anyway?’

‘A Haast’s eagle, I think, and a big one at that. It’s extinct on Earth, but apparently alive and well in Taara. One of us would have made a decent meal for it. I wonder if that was the creature that gave Tenzin his scar.’

‘I’m glad you got away unscathed, sis. Due north to the Beehive Range.’

The forested landscape was followed by a stretch of sandy scrubland. Ahead of them lay the Beehive Range, its moniker instantly apparent, as the twins could see that it was made up of hills that looked like oversized beehives. Pockmarked with caves and indentations, its yellowish stone was stained by swirling patterns from centuries of weathering.

Setting foot inside the Beehive Range felt like going into a maze. From a distance, the rocky hills had appeared squat and welcoming, but up close they loomed large and were packed tightly together. After walking between two of the hills, they came to another, which they were forced to circumvent by walking all the way around. This process was repeated several times, with Hugo frequently checking the compass to stay as northbound as possible, hoping for an exit from the maze before too long. Conscious of the time, they picked up the pace after every hill.

At last, they found themselves at an impasse, with steep slopes all around, and the only way forward was up one of the largest hills – big enough to be called a mountain. Hugo and Kitty scrambled up the rocky monolith, stopping halfway for a brief rest in one of the caves.

They had advanced more than halfway to the top when a sudden tremor announced that a Blurring was starting up. The twins barely had time to think about it, as the mountain began to shake, sending rocks tumbling down the slope. Through the ear-splitting roar Hugo could see some hard ledges sticking out a few metres above them. He elbowed his sister and pointed to the outcrop. It was becoming harder to see where they were headed, as the world around was increasingly distorted, but Hugo guided his sister and together they made the effort to climb that little bit further until they reached the gap below the ledges.

They scrunched their bodies tightly into balls and placed their hands over their heads as the Blurring reached greater levels of intensity. Rocks continued falling from above, with dust and debris engulfing the beleaguered pair. A pointy rock landed on Hugo’s ankle, causing him to wince in pain and clench his throbbing head even tighter, fearful that the apparent safety of the ledge would turn out to be a mistake, and would instead come crashing down on them. The ground shook violently, and their heads ached so severely that Hugo and Kitty’s eyes watered involuntarily, their faces soon covered with dust that stuck fast to their damp cheeks.

When it was all over and they felt it was safe to emerge from their hollowed space, Hugo turned his attention to his injured ankle. There was blood where the rock had fallen, and he poured a little water on the wound to clean it. Luckily, nothing was sprained or broken.

Kitty was quenching her thirst with the water bottle, when she noticed two figures climbing rapidly uphill towards them. It was Bonnie and Franz.

Kitty coughed up water as she cried in alarm, ‘Quick! We’ve got to move.’

Hugo spotted them and sprang up the mountain behind his sister. Franz called out to them, but the twins pressed on. They were nearing the top, it was only a matter of metres, and they took heart, for if they could reach the peak and quickly find a way down the other side, they might just be able to outrun their pursuers.

Their hopes were dashed when a sudden flash of blue swept over their heads, only to materialise above them on the crest of the hill. They knew from that too familiar colour that Franz had changed into his wren form and flown to the top of the mountain ahead them.

They looked down and saw Bonnie climbing on with determination, gritting her teeth and smiling viciously when she saw the twins’ panicked reaction to their predicament.

Franz stood grandly over them, back in his human form, smirking down at the children, baring his pearly white teeth like a politician posing for a photo opportunity. He bent down to Kitty and offered his hand.

‘Please, let me help you up, my dear,’ he said in smarmy tone.

Kitty refused his assistance, instead hoisting herself up to the very crest of the hill with one last great effort. Hugo did likewise, and both of the siblings stood side by side facing their tracker.

The top of the hill was a small circular area about the size of a bedroom, and in this tiny space Franz seemed to tower over them, sticking his chin out with lordly airs.

‘You couldn’t run forever, you two. This is our world, and you will pay for what you’ve done to it with your lives,’ he snarled, while circling aggressively around the twins.

‘Bonnie, bring the rod!’ he commanded loudly. ‘You are responsible for the death of my friend.’ Franz looked angrily into the twins’ eyes.

Hugo and Kitty were disturbed and upset by the news. Franz must have meant the wolf Gavin.

‘We have deduced that Gavin fell down the chasm found by Nestor, and he may have suffered an even worse fate at the hands of a roovik, while our friend Camilla was seriously injured in the rapids of the Snakish River. She’s still recovering on its banks. Nestor was beside himself when his brother failed to return, and it was only thanks to him that we could catch up with you wicked children. Nestor is still there, patiently guarding your friends back at the camp.’

The twins were relieved to hear that at least Rufus and Veronica were alive.

‘We’re sorry to hear about your friends, but I don’t see how we could have been responsible,’ Kitty pleaded. ‘We didn’t murder anyone, and we certainly didn’t ask anyone to chase us all the way here.’

‘Gavin’s death was completely unnecessary, since you were going to be sacrificed anyway, so I hold you responsible for what happened,’ Franz barked.

‘What!? Were we expected to just lie down and cheerfully agree to be sacrificed?’ Hugo said indignantly.

Franz continued to circle around the twins, fury in his eyes, stopping at last to prop his right leg on a large stone that protruded out of the dusty earth. Taking a deep breath, he put his thumb and index finger onto his forehead, massaging his scalp as he exhaled with exaggerated frustration. He was opening his mouth to speak when the stone beneath his foot came loose and slipped out from underneath him, tumbling down the side of the mountain. Franz stumbled briefly but managed to steady himself with limbs outstretched to prevent his falling off the edge. As he did so, he watched in horror as the stone came crashing down onto Bonnie, who was now very near the summit, with the rod held dutifully in her hand.

Bonnie immediately fell backwards with the force of the collision and stumbled sideways down the steep incline, rolling horribly and unceasingly over the hard, rocky ground. Seeing the expression on Franz’s face, Hugo and Kitty rushed to the edge of the mountain, and despite the Animorphs’ terrible intentions, they were traumatised by what they saw.

‘You did this!’ Franz screamed at the twins.

‘We didn’t’ – Kitty began. She wanted to tell Franz everything Ferenc had told her then and there – how this was all Andras’s doing, how he was a sorcerer who had done terrible things – but Franz cut her off immediately.

‘I am going to my partner’s aid,’ Franz shrieked, spit flying from his raging mouth, ‘but you can be very sure that I will kill you.’

He transformed himself back into a wren and promptly flew down the hillside to where Bonnie was lying motionless.

‘We’ve got to keep going,’ Hugo said.

Kitty agreed. She felt terrible for Bonnie, but this was not some game; they were fighting for their lives, and Franz did not seem in a fit state to be reasoned with.

From their vantage point they saw a clear path down the other side of the hill and beyond that, what must be their final destination: Mount Kivi. It was a terrific height, much taller than the Beehive Range, and it seemed to rise into the clouds and beyond. Given its size, it was puzzling that they hadn’t seen it earlier, but this was Taara after all, and they wondered if it only made an appearance from within the Beehive Range. They quickly descended and once on the ground they nearly leapt out of their skins in fright as a mob of rock-wallabies bounded from behind a nearby hill and into a patch of verdant grassland.

They were relieved to see a clear path between the remaining hills, which meant they could run without needing to climb again. After a half-hour or so of steady jogging, they had finally reached the other side of the range and looked out on an open field. There had been no sign of Franz or Bonnie, but as Hugo and Kitty left the maze of hills they were out on open ground, making them vulnerable once more. An orange glow was starting in the west and the dimming light told them that the sun would soon be going down.

‘Remember, Ferenc said we have to look for the trees that spout water and gold,’ Hugo said. ‘He told us that takes place at dusk, so we’d better hurry if we want to find it.’

The ground was dotted with huge purple flowers the size of dinner plates opening themselves up for the equally large red and white butterflies which hovered overhead and supped on the flowers’ nectar. Up ahead, a thick line of forest circled around the mountain like a dark green belt, and Hugo and Kitty paused to look for any sign of the plant that Ferenc had mentioned. The mountain was enormous, after all, and in the absence of any signs pointing to the mysterious doorway, the trees were their safest bet.

To the left of their position they saw a tapir scurrying around the edge of the forest, foraging for food. They stood still for several minutes, surveying the terrain for the trees Ferenc had mentioned, becoming increasingly anxious as the orange glow of sunset was now in its dying phase.

‘Where can it be?’ Kitty asked irritably.

‘Maybe we missed it,’ Hugo said, shrugging his shoulders dejectedly.

‘If we can’t see it, we might just have to scan every inch of this mountain, though it will make our job…’

A sudden noise cut across Kitty’s voice, a sound like water rushing from a hose. A few hundred metres in the distance, close by the base of the mountain, they could see a line of tall plants spraying water from great waving trunks all over the foliage surrounding them, like a group of timed sprinklers activated by some internal mechanism. The surges of water were interspersed with bursts of yellow pollen, which flew high in the air and were carried away on the evening breeze.

‘That must be the gold,’ Hugo said as he and his sister watched awestruck.

‘Looks like we’re not going to strike it rich anytime soon, then,’ Kitty said wryly.

The tapir, spotting the travellers for the first time, turned tail and hurried away into the cover of the forest, revealing an access point through the thick line of trees and a path that had been laid over time by more than one animal.

‘Let’s follow the tapir to those marvellous plants,’ Kitty said.
 
The path was wide enough to make their way through, in spite of the vines and creepers zigzagging across it and the occasional fallen tree. Having located the watering plants, which had stopped their spraying, the twins walked to the sheer, stony surface of the mountain and began their search for the doorway.

For some time, the twins saw nothing but plants and the rocky wall of the mountainside as they carefully scanned it for signs of a door. Some of the trees grew close to the mountain, and they had to look carefully past the vegetation to make sure they didn’t miss anything. Eventually, they saw a break in the foliage of the forest – a little clearing that cut through the undergrowth. The twins approached with silent caution, until they spotted an unmistakeable sign of human activity: a tiny wooden door embedded in the side of the mountain, just as Ferenc had said.

They stood before the door, wanting to simply walk right inside, but afraid of what lay within. A closer inspection revealed that the door was simple yet sturdy. It had no handle to speak of, though it did have a lock. This came as no great surprise to the twins; if Elise really was inside, Andras would have locked her up to prevent escape.

Kitty said drily, ‘I don’t suppose you’ve brought your keys,’ and added, ‘What are we going to do?’ as she racked her brains to think of possible solutions.

Mulling it over himself, Hugo instinctively put his hand into his pocket, feeling about for a paperclip to help him think. Taking it out, he turned it over with his fingers, flicking and rolling it over repeatedly.

‘Our answer’s in your hand!!’ Kitty exclaimed. ‘To think I made fun of you when you lifted it from Franz and Bonnie’s house.’

‘You’re right!’ Hugo said excitedly.

‘Remember that TV show we watched about the different ways thieves use to break in to houses…?’

‘I think I see where you’re going with this,’ Hugo said, pulling the second paperclip out of his pocket. ‘Let’s have a go, then. Who wants to try?’

‘You’ve spent so long fiddling with the damn things, I think you should do the honours,’ Kitty said.

‘I think I can remember the technique – it wasn’t so long ago that we watched that program.’

Hugo unfolded one of the paperclips until it was completely straight. He took the other clip and straightened it out too, then he made a hook at one end so that it looked like an L-shaped handle. He slid the handled clip into the lock and slotted the flattened one above it. As he carefully inserted the flattened piece of metal, he could feel the pins of the lock pushing upwards.

‘The pins are lifting,’ Hugo said quietly.

‘Great,’ Kitty said encouragingly.

Hugo started pulling the flattened clip out slowly, while applying extra tension with the hooked paperclip. However, when he had withdrawn the flattened clip and tried wriggling the bottom one, the door was still firmly locked in place, and he had to start over. He tried this several times, with no result, and was feeling quite frustrated, recalling how easy it looked on television. In real life it seemed a lot more challenging, so he took a step away from the door to give himself a moment.

‘You can do this,’ Kitty said, putting her hand on her brother’s shoulder.

Hugo took a deep breath and moved in close to the lock. He followed the usual process and started withdrawing the flattened clip, ever so slowly, bit by bit, then wriggled the bottom clip with tiny movements. The atmosphere was tense, and the actions were performed with all the delicacy of a master safecracker.

Until…click!

There it was – the sound they had been hoping to hear.
 
Hugo turned the lock and pushed open the door.
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15. THE DOOR

The door was heavy and thick. As he pushed it open, Hugo noticed there was no lock on the inside, presumably so any captive couldn’t hope to open the door from within. The door creaked as it swung open and the twins entered a room that looked and smelled quite like a cave, though the walls had been whitewashed, providing some small comfort. The room was lit by electric lighting only and was furnished with a large wooden table covered in a variety of ephemera that might typically be associated with mediaeval experiments: vials filled with colourful liquids, ancient manuscripts, ground up powders, and crystals.

‘Hello?’ Kitty called out apprehensively.

‘Hello?’ came a timid reply. ‘Who’s there?’
 
It was a woman’s voice.

Kitty breathed a sigh of relief to hear that it wasn’t Andras. ‘Our names are Kitty and Hugo,’ she said quickly. ‘We’re friends of Ferenc and Rufus, we’ve…’ She found herself at a loss for words, unsure what to say next. It seemed foolish, but it came out anyway, ‘We’ve come to set you free.’

A pale woman emerged from a second room, looking in a state of shock to see the strangers, pressing her hand against her forehead in disbelief.

‘But…you’re children…’ she said.

‘You’re an observant one,’ Kitty remarked.

‘And your name must be Elise,’ Hugo said.

‘It is. I’ve been held captive here by Andras,’ Elise said. ‘And you know Ferenc? Is he alive?’

Hugo nodded, as Elise clapped her hands together and her face lit up, the twins smiled in return. Moments later, Elise was peering intently at them.

Kitty felt disconcerted by her stare, and once more she didn’t know what to say next, awkwardly referring back to Elise’s earlier remark. ‘Like you said, we’re children...’

Now things seemed even more uncomfortable as Kitty trailed off again, Elise seemingly unable to take her eyes off the twins.

‘It’s not that…’ Elise stammered, ‘it’s just…’

She was looking deeply into Kitty’s eyes and then into Hugo’s, moving from one face to the other in a state of disbelief. ‘It’s…it’s your eyes. They’re different colours. Both of you have different coloured eyes.’

‘Your father’s prophecy – we know all about it,’ Kitty said. ‘It’s got us into a lot of trouble. The Grand Council wants to have us sacrificed, for starters, but right now we must leave because the portal won’t be open for much longer, and we’ve got to get home. Someone needs our help.’

‘I understand,’ Elise said, gathering her thoughts.

‘So do I,’ a man’s voice uttered behind them.

They turned around to see Andras standing ominously in the doorway.

The twins felt a sickening disappointment. To have come this far, only to be snared in Andras’s lair was a bitter pill to swallow.

‘Now, I’m going to take you children back with me,’ he said firmly. ‘The Society must witness your end for themselves. Elise, however, will not have the pleasure of returning, since I need to keep you here to continue the experiments, just in case your father was wrong after all, and the children’s deaths cannot stop the Blurrings.’

‘These experiments you’ve had me doing have proved pointless,’ Elise said angrily. ‘I’ve told you that time and again.’

‘Patience, my dear, always have patience,’ Andras said condescendingly. ‘Without patience, these two gems would never have fallen so serendipitously into our laps.’

‘Regardless of what you do to me, you have to let these children go,’ Elise pleaded.

‘Why?’ he demanded. ‘So they can return to their world and tell everyone about us?’ He raised his voice to a shrill tone. ‘I don’t think so. The humans will come and destroy everything we hold dear, everything that hasn’t already been destroyed by the Blurrings.’

‘We promise to keep your world a secret –’ Kitty began.

‘Actually, Andras, there is another simple reason why you can’t kill these children,’ Elise said. ‘You know the reason. I’ve already told you on your visits here – sadly, my father was going out of his wits in his final years. His prophecies were no longer coming true, and he felt immense pressure, especially from you. He believed he’d lost his golden touch. He needed to invent something so fanciful, so far-fetched, that it might never be tested. Thus, he came up with the idea that the arrival and sacrifice of two twins with different coloured eyes would bring an end to the Blurrings. It seemed so unbelievable that many of our fellow Animorphs built up hope around this false prophecy, which sadly turned into an irrational thirst for blood. But wasn’t there another plan to help the human world by providing them with the solar device? Whatever happened to that?’

‘That’s right,’ Hugo injected. ‘That plan is almost fulfilled. That’s really how we came to be in Taara in the first place –‘

‘Enough!’ Andras screeched.

‘Yes, I’ve heard quite enough,’ came another man’s voice. It was Franz.

‘Franz, my dear boy,’ Andras exclaimed, ‘thank goodness you’re here. You can help me take these children back to the Council where their sentence can be carried out at last.’

Andras’s words were met with stony silence. Franz didn’t look at all happy to see the leader of his clan – in fact, he looked positively livid.

Andras saw the change. ‘Franz…’ he started.

‘You sent me on this senseless chase, when all along, here was Elise, held captive by you when you told us she was dead. Your wild fantasy has cost my friend’s life. I was a fool to follow you, but this is unforgiveable,’ Franz said.

‘My boy, I know you,’ Andras smiled, wagging a finger in Franz’s direction. ‘You’re much more ambitious than that, and I’ve got big plans for you – and Bonnie, too. After we’ve dispatched these children, we will take their world for ourselves. We’ve got the technology to do it, and we can make real use of our transformative powers at last. Why not have two worlds for ourselves?’

Franz was unmoved as Andras stepped closer towards him, appealing with open arms for the younger man’s support, but Franz was only shaking his head.

‘So that was your plan all along – conquest,’ Franz murmured.
 
Andras curled his upper lip, baring teeth and scrunching his nose. ‘If it has to be like this, it has to be like this,’ he said, turning his palms downwards and stretching out his fingers.

In an instant,Andras hurled a bolt of fire at Franz, but seeing the gesture, Elise lifted a heavy board that was covered with powders from the table and smashed it down hard over the back of Andras’s head, sending a rainbow of colour into the air. The violent jolt caused Andras to misfire, and the bolt grazed Franz on the ankle, and he cried out in pain as Andras collapsed in a heap beside him.

Elise dashed over to Andras and roughly held his hands behind his back.

‘Get something to tie his hands,’ she commanded urgently.

Hugo found some twine on the table, and Elise bound his hands tightly.

‘I’m sorry,’ Franz said sorrowfully to the twins, clutching his ankle. ‘I’m sorry about everything that’s happened.’

It was hard for Hugo and Kitty to suddenly accept an apology, but in those last moments he had proven that he had turned his back on Andras. They didn’t have the luxury of time to doubt otherwise.

‘How is Bonnie?’ Kitty asked.

‘She’ll be OK, though she took on some nasty bruises, unlike poor Gavin, who is dead because of this dreadful business. How could I have been such a fool to listen to you, Andras?’

A woozy Andras, however, wasn’t speaking and made sure to avoid eye contact with Franz and everybody else.

‘What about Ferenc?’ Elise asked.

‘Andras here put a spell on him – he’s been forced to remain as a sea lion at the Moon Sea,’ Hugo said.

Elise smiled at the thought of seeing Ferenc again, though at the same time worried about his predicament.

‘A moment ago, you mentioned a spell?’ a confused Franz said.

‘From the moment I became his captive, when he sent a ball of fire at Ferenc, I’ve known that Andras had learned sorcery. It made escape seem impossible, of course. I’d seen glimpses of it in the past among my father’s old gang of powerful friends. As far as I know, they’d never exploited it for wicked purposes, it was clever tricks mostly, but even as an innocent child, it scared me to think about its possible uses.’

Elise sat Andras bolt upright, holding his bound arms tightly behind his back.

‘Looks like you’ve got to right a wrong now, sorcerer. You’re going to undo what you did.’

‘We’ve got to get back to our world pretty fast,’ Kitty said anxiously. ‘The portal’s only open for a few more hours. How are we going to reach it in the time we have left?’

‘I can help with that,’ Elise said.

After a brisk discussion, a plan was hatched. Franz would take Andras as his prisoner to where Bonnie was lying injured in the Beehive Range; from there, they would journey to the Moon Sea, where Andras would be forced to undo the spell he had cast on Ferenc. Elise would meet them at the Moon Sea once she had delivered the twins safely to the portal. Then, together they would trek to Rufus and the others at Franz’s campsite and return to Kenalinn, where Andras would stand trial before the Grand Council.

‘What about the guards at the portal, won’t they be a problem?’ Kitty asked.

‘Once the guards see the ‘ghost’ – namely, myself – at the portal, they will let you pass. They’ll know that Andras had fabricated the whole story about my disappearance,’ Elise said.

‘Can we make a stop along the way in Kenalinn?’ Hugo asked. ‘We’ve got to collect the Helios Book.’

‘I think we can manage that,’ Elise said.

‘But how will we get to the portal in time? The trek across the Wilderness took us days,’ Kitty said.

‘I think you’ll find that I have the right means of transport,’ Elise said with an air of mystery.

Hugo and Kitty were baffled as the group ventured outside, Franz holding Andras tightly by his bonds. It was dark now, which made the twins nervous as the hours seemed to be slipping away. Seeing their anxious faces, Franz took off his watch and handed it to Kitty.

‘Consider this a gift. Now you’ll know how much longer you’ve got.’

Kitty thanked Franz and placed the watch on her wrist. ‘It’s already eight o’clock. Only four hours left,’ she said urgently, knowing they had to make it back by midnight or the portal would close over.

Elise breathed in the air appreciatively after five long years in captivity, closing her eyes in the blissfully scented forest. ‘It smells so good out here after all that time in my little cell,’ she sighed. ‘And as for my transformation…’

She took a deep breath and started lowering her arms before halting abruptly.

‘Wait, there isn’t enough room. Let’s get beyond the woods.’
 
The twins glanced quizzically at each other, and the party trouped off towards the edge of the forest.

‘Are you ready?’ Elise asked the children, as she stepped backwards onto the grass.

‘Ready,’ they replied in unison.

With that, Elise spread her arms out wide and closed her eyes, smiling as she lowered her arms. The twins’ mouths dropped in astonishment. In the next moment Elise had become a Haast’s eagle, every bit as enormous as the one that had tried to snatch them from the field. However, knowing it was her, the animal in front of them was far less terrifying.

‘I’m sorry about everything,’ Franz said. ‘I should never have blindly followed Andras and his deranged ideas. I should never have pursued you.’

‘Please say farewell to Ferenc, Rufus and Veronica for us,’ Kitty said. ‘And come and visit us sometime. We’ll try to make sure the Helios Book gets put to use.’

Franz nodded and waved farewell. He stepped back to the edge of the forest with his prisoner in tow as Elise gave the twins their instructions.

‘Go into the centre of the field and keep your arms up,’ she said. ‘I’m going to start my flight, then lift you into the air on my talons. Make sure you grab a talon when it’s over your head, climb up and sit yourselves on my feet.’

Hugo and Kitty did as she requested. Elise started to run, flapping her wings vigorously as she approached the twins. She took to the air, swooping low as Hugo and Kitty counted out her approach in unison – ‘Three, two, one, go!’ – and leapt in sync, each grasping a talon before finding a seat on the feet beneath the giant bird’s body.

To fly over the Wilderness in such a style was in equal measure terrifying and exhilarating. They flew over the top of the Beehive Range, the forest and the Moon Sea flitting by in moments. The journey continued over the pitch-black Inky Forest and the mighty Snakish River, all silvery and shimmering in the moonlight. The lights of kiir-autos travelling noiselessly along the roads and the appearance of Saarelinn in the middle of Lake Narvu told them they had left the Wilderness behind. But it was already ten o’clock, and two hours was all the time they had left.

Arriving in Kenalinn under cover of darkness, Elise landed atop a building near Tenzin’s shop. A quick descent down fire escapes and Hugo and Kitty fetched the Helios Book from their Tibetan friend, thanking him for keeping it safe. Ever the welcoming host, Tenzin offered the twins some butter tea and a chance to rest, but they politely refused.

‘There’s no time for tea, I’m afraid,’ Kitty said, glancing down at her watch that showed almost eleven, ‘we’ve got to fly,’ and she waved goodbye with the Helios Book safely inside its case.

Another hour of travelling and they landed in a small clearing near the portal. The twins stretched their aching bodies and massaged their lower backs, which had been given a thorough bruising on their unusual flight.

Kitty looked at her watch: 11:50. They had to hurry if they were going to make it all the way through the wombat burrow. Elise transformed herself and the trio dashed to the portal; it looked just like an ordinary entrance to a wombat burrow, except that this entrance had two guards watching vigilantly as they approached, and each of them held a rod. They shone their torches into the faces of the three newcomers.

‘Who goes there?’ asked one.

‘It can’t be…’ stammered the other, angling his torch to focus on Elise, crooking his head in puzzlement. ‘Elise? Is that you?’

‘It is me, Bron,’ she replied, embracing the man.

‘We thought you were dead. Andras told us you were dead. Dead or…gone forever.’

‘All lies. I’m living proof,’ she replied assertively. ‘The truth is that he’s been keeping me prisoner these past five years. We’ve got to let these children through right now, before the portal closes. They must put the solar device to good use in their world.’

Bron nodded, and the other man agreed – Elise was all the proof they needed, and they lowered their rods in acceptance.

‘Go well,’ Elise told the children. ‘Thank you for setting me free.’

The twins quickly hugged Elise and took one last look around Taara before kneeling and crawling into the dark portal that led back to Earth. Once inside, they were taken back to the dismal business of moving through the passage only a week earlier. Time was against them – one look at her watch told Kitty that they had only two minutes before the portal would close. She urged Hugo to draw upon his inner roovik and crawl as he’d never crawled before.

A loud rumbling noise was heard behind them. At first, the twins thought that another Blurring was taking place, and they instinctively braced themselves, until Kitty realised that it was the sound of the portal closing over.

‘Hurry! It’s going to close!’ Kitty yelled at her brother, who responded by digging his elbows in to the earth to dig his way forward as quickly as possible.

The tunnel was shaking and earth was falling about them, covering their bodies, and obscuring their vision as they scrambled through the darkness to return to home. A loud bang at Kitty’s heels followed by a tremendous draught of air suggested the portal had closed behind them, and they breathed a sigh of relief.

It soon became muddier again as they pulled themselves through the sludge and emerged out the other end of the tunnel, where a heavy rain was falling unforgivingly.

‘We made it,’ Kitty said, hugging her brother mercilessly and ignoring the rain.

‘Let’s get back down the hill to alert Mum and Dad,’ Hugo said. ‘We’ve got to tell the police that poor Lucas has been kidnapped.’

They started making their way from the wombat burrow towards their holiday villa, but they caught sight of something that chilled their bones and stopped them in their tracks: the silhouette of a man.
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16. OUT OF THE FRYING PAN

‘We can’t go down the hill,’ Hugo whispered.

‘Let’s go back up,’ Kitty said in the same quiet tone.

She realised, like Hugo, that the men who had taken Lucas were still searching for them. Just as Rufus and Franz had said, a week in Taara must have only been hours in their own world.

Hugo looked at his watch, but it was still broken, just as it was when they first reached Taara. Kitty’s new watch was working fine, but oddly, it was showing Taarean time, so they didn’t know the hour here on Earth and couldn’t know whether their parents were out looking for them.

They crept quietly back up the hill. Luckily, the heavy rain drowned out their footsteps as they sploshed through puddles and pushed past foliage that showered them with water as the branches sprang back.

At the top of the hill, they could see lights in the distance.

‘Those lights over there,’ Kitty gestured, ‘those aren’t the village lights – they come from our billionaire friend Jon van Rooyen. Remember, he said it was on the next hill.’

‘After all the walking we’ve done, it doesn’t look too far. Let’s go,’ Hugo said.

They dashed swiftly up the ridge, looking back to see the man with the gun busily searching among the trees further down the hill. Good, they thought. He hadn’t seen them. Now they only had to reach Jon’s house in one piece. They made a path to the lights, racing between the trees and over his fence, as the rain continued to soak their clothes.

Reaching Jon’s long driveway, they moved swiftly past the unusual sculptures that Jon had created – past the giant doughnut and the snake-like piping that seemed to crawl up rusted metal, and finally to the one that looked like a giant yellow raincoat, staring down at them like some hideous scarecrow.

There were several lights on inside the house, though the twins could not see in through the opaque windows. Kitty knocked on the door but no sound came from within. The twins wondered if anyone was at home: perhaps Jon had simply left some lights on and gone out?

Kitty was going to knock again, but stopped short when she heard muffled voices and movement inside.

The door opened to reveal Jon’s assistant, Michael.

Though startled at first, Kitty felt relief. ‘Mr Michaelides, thank goodness. We need your help. Can we come in please?’ she asked breathlessly.

‘Kitty, Hugo, you look terrible!’ Michaelides said sympathetically. ‘Of course, please do come in, you sound positively distressed. Whatever’s the matter?’

He ushered the twins inside and closed the door behind them.

‘We’ve got to call the police, Mr Michaelides,’ Kitty began, unconsciously waving the Helios Book about as she spoke. ‘It’s Lucas, the man who lives near our villa, he’s been kidnapped, and we were chased by men with guns who…’

Kitty broke off. A burly man covered in mud stood on the other side of the room. The twins turned from the man and back to Michael, who was grimly turning the inside locks on the front door.

‘Hand over the device,’ he said gravely to Kitty.

A rekindled fear fused with the heavy weight of disappointment. After everything the twins had been through, the life-threatening situations and the quest to find Elise so they could safely return home, it all boiled down to this snivelling little man simply snatching the Helios Book away from them.

‘Don’t waste any more of my time, girl,’ Michaelides barked. ‘You’ll find that Tom here is even less patient than I am, especially with those who had him crawl around a wombat burrow all evening.’

Kitty assessed the situation and decided it would be foolish to resist in the circumstances – she and Hugo were sitting ducks like this – but as she glanced downwards to hand over the device, she suddenly remembered her belt. Hardly waiting to receive the Helios Book, Michaelides seized it from her and eyed it greedily. After opening up the cover and surveying the contents, he gave a satisfied, thin-lipped smile before placing the apparatus on a table.

‘I think it’s time for a little reunion, don’t you?’ he said smugly.

The twins noticed that he seemed bigger, somehow more impressive than the fawning person they had met before their journey to Taara. He was clearly enjoying his newfound power, puffing himself up and speaking with crisp authority.

‘Come right this way, if you please,’ Michaelides said as he walked ahead.

The twins followed, his hulking goon marching close behind, brandishing a gun just in case they had any thoughts of escaping.

Michaelides led them to a door, unlocked it, and pushed it open. They went down some creaky wooden steps into a basement room, where they saw Jon and Lucas seated on an old sofa that was decorated in cranberry and cream-coloured checks.

Lucas stood up when he saw the children. ‘Hugo, Kitty, I’m so sorry to have dragged you into this –’ he began.

‘Please, don’t get up on my account,’ Michaelides said sarcastically. ‘Let’s all gather round close. I’ve got a story to tell.’
 
Tom gestured with his gun for the twins to join Jon and Lucas over by the couch. Jon looked at the twins with a half-smile of reassurance, but his eyes told a different story. He looked more frightened than they did.

‘Once upon a time…that’s how a lot of fairy tales begin, don’t they?’ Michaelides said, laughing. ‘Well, I’ve got a goody for you – one you most definitely haven’t heard before.’

‘Get on with it, Michaelides,’ Jon said.

‘I’m the one giving the orders around here,’ Michaelides said angrily, pushing his glasses up the ridge of his nose. ‘I think you’ll find that the tide has turned, old boy.’

‘So,’ Michaelides continued, clearing his throat, ‘once upon a time, there was a lovely young couple. She was from a rich family, and he was merely a poor young student. Poor, but fiendishly clever, and musically minded to boot. But to find out what becomes of our star-crossed lovers we must go to the beginning. After the young lady had finished school, her exacting and rather traditional parents decided that university would do her no good, and that she should continue to receive an education at home. She dared not object, for she feared her parents. The young man was enlisted to give her music lessons. Soon, love blossomed between them, but for better or worse, it blossomed…’ Michaelides lowered his voice to a whisper, ‘... in secret. They had a mind to marry but hadn’t the courage to seek the permission of the young lady’s high-minded parents.

‘It happened that the young woman became pregnant with the child of her tutor. However, her parents discovered this before her paramour ever knew, and so they spirited her far away. They forbade any further contact with the young man, who was left bereft at her departure, and never understood why she had gone. The young woman died in childbirth, but the child survived. The woman’s parents didn’t want to have anything to do with a child born out of wedlock, and so handed the infant over to a nunnery, where the child was raised.’

Jon shifted uncomfortably in his seat as his mind ticked over.

‘When the child grew up,’ Michaelides continued, ‘he was determined to make a name for himself. He was so driven that he became wildly successful – so successful, in fact, that he felt that he earned the right to treat his staff like dirt and do whatever he pleased.’ He looked at Jon and raised an eyebrow.

‘Except that when this man started to look for his real parents, he relied on his staff to do it. Big mistake.’ He smiled gleefully. ‘A big mistake because knowledge is power – secret knowledge even more so. This staff member – let’s call him ‘I’ – also got wind of the curious experiments of our friend Lucas here, and of course it wasn’t long before I desired his fabulous invention all to myself. You see, Jon, you never thought I had it in me, did you? But I know I can make a lot of money off that thing. And why not get rid of you in the bargain, just for the fun of it. In any case, I deserve the money, after all the effort I’ve put into getting the blasted thing. Wouldn’t you agree, kids?’

Given everything they’d been through the irony wasn’t lost on Hugo and Kitty, who nodded slightly and pursed their lips into fake smiles to appease the man. At least he hadn’t said anything about Taara.

‘But where are my manners? In case you hadn’t already figured it out, and you never were the brightest spark, Jon… Lucas, this is your son Jon – Jon, Lucas is your daddy. Who would have thought it, having been neighbours all this time?’

Jon and Lucas were looking at each other in astonishment. To learn this information for the first time felt emotionally raw, and under the precarious circumstances, it felt like a heavy weight to bear. Both men stared dead ahead as they silently took it all in until Lucas put his hand on Jon’s arm.

‘I had no idea, all these years…I had no idea,’ he said, shaking his head as a tear rolled down his cheek. ‘Poor Florence.’

Jon gave him an understanding look and sighed. He started shaking; his tall frame trembled, and he seemed so fragile.

‘I’m sorry the truth has come out like this,’ Jon said, ‘but I’m glad I’ve met my dad at last.’

The twins recalled the note that Hugo had discovered in the piano book at the villa: ‘Remember me always. Love, LA.’ It was abundantly clear to them that ‘LA’ was indeed Lucas Aubin, like they had speculated. He must have written that note to his sweetheart before she had been taken away, which explained why ‘The robin and the chaffinch’ was so special to him.

‘Unfortunately, this is not the happiest of reunions,’ Michaelides said, ‘since on this very day, I’m going to have to be extra creative about what to do with all of you. Alas, I don’t think the outlook’s good.’ He exaggerated a frown. ‘Sad face,’ he chirruped, curving his lips downwards like a melancholic clown. ‘I think we might need to take a long walk deep into the bush once Warren returns.’

He directed his eyes unsubtly at the gun in Tom’s hands and beckoned him closer to whisper in his ear. With Michaelides’ desire for privacy, the two men moved a few metres away from their prisoners who were bunched up on the couch. With Michaelides and Tom occupied, Kitty put her right hand on her hip, feeling the belt around her waist and, without looking down, discreetly moved her fingers slowly along the belt until she reached the pouch she needed. She opened the pouch with one finger, taking the item she wanted and concealing it in her palm. She kept a watchful eye on her captors and was relieved that neither of them seemed to have noticed her movements as they were so engrossed in conversation.

She had to spot the right moment when Michaelides and Tom were sufficiently distracted for her to make her move.

As Michaelides and Tom continued their private chat, she gestured subtly to her fellow captives, running her fingers over mouth and nose, she made as if to sneeze, looking at Hugo, Lucas, and Jon in turn, hoping that they would heed the message to mimic her when she acted.

‘Text Warren to come here right now,’Michaelides instructed his henchman, having now dispensed with whispering.

‘What should I write in the message?’Tom asked.

‘Use your brain for once,’ Michaelides said crossly. ‘Anything that gets him here quick smart.’

‘I don’t want to put something that the cops might…’

‘You can figure this one out for yourself,’ Michaelides barked.

The two men became embroiled in a squabble, Michaelides gesticulating irritably as Tom answered him through gritted teeth. Tom no longer had the gun trained on the prisoners but was instead pointing it downwards as he and his boss continued to argue.

Kitty saw her chance – she had to be quick. Lifting her right hand up, and turning to her fellow prisoners, she swiftly cupped her left hand over her mouth and nose. Tom noticed the gesture and signalled to Michaelides but seeing that the other captives had followed her move, Kitty quickly threw the smoke bomb directly at the feet of their captors. A billow of smoke rose instantly into the air and before they knew what was happening, the kidnappers were coughing and spluttering in the surrounding fog.

Keeping her mouth and nose clamped, Kitty slammed her other arm down on Tom’s gun, which clattered to the floor and was picked up by Hugo. Kitty urged Lucas and Jon up the stairs, and they shuffled on, coughing their way through the smoke. Kitty followed, with Hugo staggering after her. Tom and Michaelides stumbled after the group, but when they were halfway up Hugo shouted them down.

‘Get back!’ he yelled, waving the gun at the men.

After Hugo had reached the top of the stairs, he slammed the door shut behind him. Jon quickly locked the door to the basement, drowning out the outraged voices of Tom and Michaelides.

‘I’m calling the police,’ Jon said, walking briskly to the phone.

Lucas spotted the Helios Book where Michaelides had left it earlier.

‘You did it, you saved it,’ Lucas said, holding the metal case tenderly in his hands. ‘Thank you, both of you.’

Hugo and Kitty embraced each other in a tender hug.

‘We’re alive. Alive!’ Kitty’s voice was barely audible as she buried her face into her brother’s shoulder.

The twins were fighting back tears and laughing at the same time as they squeezed each other tightly. The ordeal was over at last.
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EPILOGUE – FIVE YEARS LATER

Before the police arrived that terrifying night at Jon’s house, the twins and Lucas told Jon the truth about Taara. It was Lucas’s idea, as he felt it was necessary for him to understand the importance of the Helios Book for the good of Earth and Taara alike. However, they told no one else their secret.

Lucas was good to his word and made the Helios Book freely available to all the world. Jon helped him get the device mass-produced and distributed, and the experience gave the two of them an opportunity to enjoy the father-son relationship neither had ever had.

The Helios Book was playing a critical role in reducing Earth’s greenhouse gas emissions, that much was clear to everyone on the planet. But only a select few knew that by addressing the imbalance on Earth, they were also saving the interconnected world of Taara.

When they were seventeen years old, Kitty and Hugo returned to Australia to meet with Lucas and Jon; this time on a plane powered by the Helios Book. On their first day, they went to Lucas’s house for tea. Gone were the wire fences that had surrounded his little cottage; in their place was a beautiful garden filled with an abundance of bird-friendly plants.

Lucas came to the door to meet them, smiling warmly and hugging the twins as they stood on the threshold, the sound of Dessiaen’s music playing from inside. He was followed by Jon, who also embraced the siblings.

‘I’m proud to have worked with my dad to help make the Helios Book so widely used,’ Jon said. ‘The tales you told of the misfortunes of Taara spurred me on – there’s no doubt about it. But it’s also possible that the little chat we had all those years ago in the restaurant under the shade of the fig tree was my true inspiration.’

‘It’s fair to say you’ve both grown,’ Lucas said, looking up at their stature, which was now considerably taller than his own. ‘It’s too good a day to stay indoors. Thought we could have a spot of birdwatching instead.’ He held up the two pairs of binoculars they had used five years earlier. ‘Only, before we go, I hope you don’t mind – I’ve brought along a few friends.’

A parade of familiar faces filed out: Rufus,Veronica, Franz, Bonnie, Elise – a good deal less pale than before – and another man with sandy blonde hair that the twins didn’t recognise. The twins were thrilled to see their faces, and there were hugs and handshakes all round.

Veronica was sporting an unmistakeable baby bump, laughingly telling the twins she’d needed more than a little help to be pulled along the tunnel and out through the entrance of the burrow.

A proud father-to-be, Rufus leaned into Hugo and Kitty and whispered, ‘We’re expecting twins!’

When Hugo came to the man he didn’t know, he eyed him thoughtfully.

‘And you must be…’ Hugo said slowly, before realising for himself, ‘Ferenc, of course you are!’

‘Of course I am,’ Ferenc replied, giving Hugo a big sea lion hug.

‘Human doesn’t suit you nearly so well,’ Kitty joked, before joining the embrace.

Bonnie and Franz regarded the twins kindly.

Franz looked down at Kitty’s wrist. ‘The watch – does it still work OK?’

‘Brilliantly,’ she smiled. ‘The only problem is, I never know whether it’s telling Earth or Taarean time.’

Franz regarded them both and said, ‘Thought you’d be interested to know that Andras was sentenced by the Council and spent the last three years of his miserable life in jail. It’s taken a while, but the Blurrings are finally easing up – it seems the Helios Book did make the difference. In some ways, the prophecy was true – the two twins with the different coloured eyes really did change our worlds for the better.’
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