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I sat at the bus stop on a deserted street, dreaming of a bus that would never come. It had been a long walk to get to this place – wherever this place was – and my legs ached.

I focused my eyes on the map book I’d found back at Simpson Mall. We were in Klemmer, the last town on the river flats before our trail turned upwards. Ahead of us in the distance, a grey road snaked up the side of a mountain, heading towards high cliffs that overlooked the ocean.

I could just make out a cluster of craggy shapes at the top, which I knew to be the buildings of Winter Hill. They appeared to be about ten kilometres away as the crow flew, but we weren’t crows, and we weren’t flying.
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Wind blew along the road, rustling faded posters on buildings. Klemmer was just another deserted town in a long line of deserted towns. Part of me wondered why the Braxans let some places crumble and others flourish, but another part of me didn’t care to know the answer – it was just one more thing I hated about them.

You’re cheating! protested Brutus.
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I’m not! yapped Tiny. You just don’t understand the rules!

That’s because you make them up as you go along!

My turn,  said Sunrise.

I smiled at the dogs as they frolicked about on an old zebra crossing – some game which I certainly didn’t know the rules to.

It probably wasn’t the wisest thing to stay in the open, but sound travelled a long way on the flats, so we’d hear in good time if any enemy jeeps came along. Let the doggies have their fun.

I remembered playing on a zebra crossing myself – some game my father had come up with to make the walk to the neighbourhood shops more fun. We’d gone on such an outing just a couple of days before the Braxans had invaded and everything had changed.
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‘Why can’t we drive?’ Kate had whined.

‘Because it’s more fun this way,’ Dad said with a smile, like he always did, as he led us to the crossing. ‘Look – just a hop, a skip and a jump, and you’re over the road and on your way!’

‘But we’re only a tiny part of the way!’ Kate complained.

‘So we simply do it again,’ Dad said, and took another hop, skip and jump along the footpath. ‘All the way to the shop.’

Kate had been old enough to find such games boring, but I always loved our silly walks to the shops.

I win! said Tiny.

I will eat you,  said Sunrise.

You’re a bad loser, Sunrise.

Wrong, I am a bad winner.

I didn’t want to stop the dogs’ game, but it was time to move on despite my aching legs.

‘Get your packs on, doggies,’ I called as I got to my feet, wincing.

As I picked up my own pack, my eye caught something that made me think I was imagining things. I looked again, and for a moment wondered if my memories had materialised into the world.

Stuck to the bus stop was a wanted poster of my dad!
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‘What … but …’

I reached out to touch my father’s face, to trace the worn lines on his brow. My gaze wandered to the smaller print.

ESCAPED FROM SNAKE DUNGEON IN WINTER HILL
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My mind whirled with questions, as a tear rolled down my cheek.

Where was Dad now? When had he escaped? What did this mean for my mother? I’d always imagined my parents being together in captivity, but maybe they weren’t? Dad wouldn’t have left Mum behind, would he? Or was she still trapped in the dungeon?

I searched the other posters, every miserable face, but could not find her among them.

You smell tense,  said Nosey, and I flinched. I hadn’t noticed the dogs gathering all around me.

‘This is my father!’ I exclaimed, as I peeled the poster from the bus stop. I pointed at his face. ‘Jeremy Lang! That’s my dad!’

She thinks a piece of paper is her dad?  said Pirate, looking a bit concerned.

‘It’s a picture, Pirate!’ I said. ‘A photo of my father. This says he was at Winter Hill!’

Hey,  said Tiny, isn’t that where we’re going next?

‘That’s where we’re going as quickly as we can!’ I said. ‘I need to find out if my mum is still there!’

As we hurried along the road out of town, I no longer noticed the ache in my legs.
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It was sweaty work travelling up the mountain, but at least with the dense woods beside the winding road we could easily stay out of sight. Eagle circled overhead, sometimes calling out when she spied something to hunt, but I was impatient to reach the top, so eventually she gave up and went off on her own.

By afternoon we reached a rise with a good view of the town ahead.
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Winter Hill looked like something from ancient times, built with chunks of grey stone that matched the colour of the sky. Spires rose up here and there, the tallest belonging to an ornate chapel in the centre. Buildings spread along the cliff to one side of the headland, while the other was hilly and heavily forested. Up at the highest point was a towering castle like something from a fairytale, standing dizzyingly close to the edge.

Castles have dungeons, I thought. So is that where Dad was held? Is that where Mum still is?

Snacks now? asked Tiny.

It was time to take a break, so I knelt to get some dried badger from the packs.

‘A short rest,’ I said, as I tossed food to the dogs.

As we drew closer to the town, open fields replaced trees, and it became more difficult to stay hidden. I half-expected soldiers to come running out at us at any moment, but thankfully it didn’t happen. I was also relieved by the lack of walls or checkpoints, though it seemed odd. What kind of security were the Braxans running here?
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Whatever the case, perhaps we shouldn’t all walk the streets as one big group, looking as recognisable as we did. Apart from the Braxans, this town clearly had people living in it – it wasn’t deserted like Klemmer.
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‘We should split up, doggies,’ I said.

What? said Brutus. But that never goes well!

We are weaker apart, agreed Sunrise.
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‘We’re also really easy to spot,’ I said. ‘You understand that everything we’ve done makes us … well, hunted, in a way?’

The dogs cocked their heads at me. I sighed.
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‘The point is,’ I said, ‘we can’t be seen as a group. So Nosey, you stick with me. Sunrise and Brutus, move two streets over that way before you slink into town.’

I do not slink, said Sunrise. I stalk.

‘Stalk, then. Pirate and Tiny, you head in down that way. We’ll meet up at the big spike.’ I pointed at the chapel spire. ‘If I need you to come back to me before then, I’ll do our special whistle.’
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We took off in our separate directions. Nosey and I emerged from between two houses onto a cobbled road. Just a normal girl taking her dog for a walk, I thought as I pulled my hood down low, hoping that’s what the locals would take me for.
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We passed a few townsfolk going about their business, none of whom seemed very interested in us. Soon we came to some traffic lights where people stood waiting to cross. There didn’t seem to be many vehicles about, yet everyone still waited patiently. On the opposite corner, I noticed several Braxan soldiers and my breath quickened.

They were sitting on a stone bench by a statue of some ancient Riverlans hero, chatting and laughing as they passed around food.

[image: Image]

I relaxed a little. It looked like the Braxans here were lazy – or maybe they just didn’t have to deal with much trouble in this town?

We’ll see about that, I thought.

I spotted a security camera swivelling back and forth at the top of the statue. As it pointed in our direction, I looked down and away from its gaze.

When the pedestrian light turned green, the vehicles that stopped to let us cross were an odd mix – a beat-up old ute, a horse and cart, and a white van.

In fact, everywhere I looked, the past clashed with the present. I wondered if this had been one of those historical tourist towns which parents always wanted to visit, but kids found boring.

We crossed the road and hurried away from the soldiers’ gaze. I looked around for more

cameras and spied them easily. They sat atop poles and under the eaves of buildings, dotted all around.

I had my answer for how the Braxans kept control here – by watching from on high.
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‘That dog should be on a leash,’ someone commented nearby – an old woman sitting on a step, knitting as she scowled at me.

‘Sorry?’ I said.

‘Don’t want to bring them down on you, do you?’ She stabbed a needle at the nearest camera.

I forced a smile and shook my head. ‘No, ma’am!’

‘And there ain’t no collar on him either!’ she exclaimed, her eyes growing wide as she stared at Nosey.

What’s she saying about me? Nosey whined.

‘Come on,’ I said, and we hurried away.

My worries grew. Maybe the Braxans watching the footage from those cameras had better things to do than enforce collars and leashes on dogs – but the town seemed pretty sleepy, so I couldn’t trust in that. Maybe dogs without collars was the most exciting thing to happen around here in weeks!
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The town was too spread out and pretty to have many back alleys, but I managed to find a shadowy spot under a shop awning where no cameras were pointed at us.

What’s wrong? said Nosey.

To make things even worse, the other dogs were now wandering through town without collars, leashes or even owners. For all I knew, there were Braxans on the way to scoop them up right at that very moment!
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I let out a high-pitched whistle, the kind we often used in the wilderness. It couldn’t be heard easily by people, but the dogs could pick it up for kilometres. It meant Come now.

Why are we worried? woofed Nosey.

‘Because the Braxans don’t like dogs to walk around freely in this town.’

What? That’s horrible!

[image: Image]

‘Yep.’

I found myself especially anxious about Sunrise. Winter Hill was the most civilised place we had visited in ages, yet I hadn’t thought twice about letting a huge wolf walk around the streets by herself. Maybe to me that was a normal sight, but to the citizens here she would stick out like a sore thumb.

A sore thumb with big teeth that everyone would be afraid of.

I’m losing touch,  I thought. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to live in regular places.

We found you! announced Tiny, as he and Pirate bounced up to us.

‘Thank goodness,’ I said, giving them both a hug. ‘Have you guys seen Sunrise or Brutus?’

Not a hair or whisker,  said Pirate.

Can’t smell them either,  added Nosey.

‘Okay. Okay.’ I was becoming really stressed. While any of us were exposed, we were all exposed. ‘We’ll split up again for just a couple of minutes. Find the scent of Sunrise and Brutus as quickly as possible, then we’ll follow it together and regroup. Don’t go far!’

The dogs woofed agreement and off we all went in different directions.
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I glanced about at the townsfolk, but no one seemed to be watching. I saw people sitting in cafes, coming out of a library, strolling along the streets – it seemed the locals led a pretty normal life here.

Why had they been spared the fate of so many other Riverlans? Was it that there simply wasn’t enough room down in the mines for everyone?

I listened hard for anyone shouting, ‘Wolf! Wolf!’ but heard nothing.

When I’d gone as far as I dared, I stopped under a tree and whistled again. This time, only Nosey returned.

‘Where are the others?’ I said.

I thought they’d be here by now. I can lead you along their trail, if you want?

‘Let’s go.’

We headed back to the shop awning, and Nosey picked up Tiny’s scent right away. It led us around a couple of corners, across a little park, then back onto the footpath.

Nosey stopped, looking confused.
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Tiny’s trail stops here,  he said.

‘How can that be?’

I don’t know.

I glanced at the sky, but Eagle was nowhere to be seen. I thought about calling to her for help, but if I was concerned about people noticing dogs without leashes, I could only imagine what they’d think about birds of prey swooping down to street level.

‘Let’s trace Pirate,’ I said.

Again we doubled back, and Nosey found Pirate’s scent. We went this way and that, avoiding people as much as possible, always keeping an eye out for Braxans on patrol … and then Nosey came to a halt again.

Pirate’s trail disappears as well,  he said.

‘What, it just stops?’

It just stops.

I was getting pretty scared now. What was going on?

As we stood there wondering what to do, a white van slowed down on the other side of the street. I saw someone look at us from the driver’s seat, but I couldn’t make them out.

I can smell the others! barked Nosey. They’re in that four-wheels!

The labrador took off after the van, which rapidly accelerated away.

‘Nosey!’ I cried. ‘Wait!’

I chased after him, but fast as I was, I couldn’t match a dog at full speed. The van zoomed around a corner, Nosey disappeared after it, and a few seconds later I rounded the bend to see a long stretch of empty street.

There were multiple crossroads and corners ahead. Which way had they gone? There was no way to tell.
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I ran and I ran, crying out in frustration as I forced my legs to keep moving. I was starting to catch weird looks from townsfolk, but my care factor dropped as my desperation increased.

Where were my dogs?
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Finally I had to stop to catch my breath, red-faced and puffing.
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The van pulled up beside me and the side door slid open. Someone in a balaclava reached out towards me. I yelled in alarm as their strong hands seized my shoulders, dragging me into the van!
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My kicking feet scraped along a metal floor as the door slammed shut behind me. The van lurched into motion as the driver put their foot down. I dug my fingernails into the hands that clutched me, growling and struggling, ready to sink my teeth into anything that came within biting distance.

‘Gwen! Gwen, I’m sorry!’

Over the rushing of my blood, I heard my name being called. The man who was holding me let me go. Something furry brushed my leg and I felt a tongue lick my hand.

Gwen? Is that you?

Gwen, it’s Gwen!

It’s Gwen, you guys!

The dogs were here! As they jumped on me excitedly, I was surprised to see a couple of kids looking on with dog treats in their hands – kids I recognised!
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I spun to see my assailant taking off his balaclava, revealing his face.

‘Alan?!’ I exclaimed, with disbelief. ‘Cleo and Jason? Trudy?’

We’d met in the town of Harrington, where Alan had been hiding with his family. The woman in the driver’s seat was his daughter Trudy, and her kids were Cleo and Jason.
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The last I’d seen of them, we’d been saying goodbye before I took off with the pack to catch the train to Tunny.

‘What are you guys doing?’ was the best question I could think of. ‘And where’s baby Harry?’ I added.

Trudy smiled and patted the child seat next to her. ‘He’s here, along for the ride,’ she said. ‘He’s loving speeding around, actually.’

I heard a happy gurgle from the seat.

‘I’m sorry for grabbing you like that, Gwen,’ said Alan. ‘When I saw your dogs wandering about in full view of the cameras, I knew they’d get nabbed if we didn’t do something. And you too, running about in a frenzy like that.’

‘Why grab us at all, though?’ I demanded. ‘And why the scary balaclava?’

‘It was only you I grabbed that way.’ Alan chuckled. ‘Can you imagine me trying such a thing with Sunrise? No, we lured the dogs aboard easily with treats and pats. You, however, were standing on a main street in broad daylight as cameras swept towards you. I had to grab you quick, and not get my face on any wanted posters while I was about it.’

I stared at him for a moment. ‘Oh.’

It’s the kids we met before! yapped Tiny, leaping up at Cleo, who laughed and caught him. Do you see, Gwen?

I felt the thumping of my heart lessen just a little.
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Trudy drove us to the family’s home, a two-storey square of grey bricks amid many of the same. Luckily it had a garage, so we could pull in and get out without being seen.

The house itself was surprisingly spacious and full of nice old furniture, although some of it looked in need of repair.

‘How did you get this place?’ I asked.

‘It’s been in my family for a long time,’ said Alan. ‘I grew up here before I left Winter Hill as a young man. From what I can make out, my brother was the last of us living here. When we ran out of supplies in Harrington we came here seeking help, but found the place empty. Luckily one of the neighbours recognised me from the old days, so no one thinks it’s odd that we’ve moved in.’

‘We’re long-term residents of Winter Hill,’ said Trudy, ‘as far as the Braxans are concerned.’ She rocked baby Harry, who was more of a toddler now.

‘Want a tour?’ said Jason.

He and his sister proudly took me around the house, showing me their bedrooms, and a study where the dogs and I would sleep that night.

As we passed the bathroom, I gave it a wistful look.

‘Would you like a shower?’ said Cleo.

‘Is it that obvious?’ I said.

‘I’ll get you a towel,’ she said, with a laugh.
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I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cleaned myself with hot water and soap. Some of the dirt caked on my skin took a lot of scrubbing to get off.

After my shower, Trudy insisted on combing out my hair, and that was a painful experience.

‘These are the biggest knots I’ve ever seen,’ she said. ‘Even bigger than the last time we did this, Gwen!’

You smell different,  said Nosey, with faint disapproval. Like lemons, or something.

‘It’s called soap, Nosey,’ I said.

Night came, and Alan served a dinner of bread and stew, and raw meat offcuts for the dogs, which of course they loved.

‘This isn’t too bad, eh?’ he said, dabbing his mouth with a frayed napkin.

‘No.’ I frowned. ‘It’s not.’
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‘What is it, Gwen?’ said Trudy.

‘It’s just that everyone I’ve spoken to about Winter Hill seems to think it’s a dangerous place.’

‘It was, for a while,’ said Alan. ‘There was fighting here before … well, before many of our people were either captured or gave up.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t like to think that we’ve accepted Braxan rule, but I’ll admit it’s nice not to have to watch our backs.’
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‘I can understand that,’ I said. ‘Especially with young kids to raise.’

‘Also,’ said Alan, ‘Snake Dungeon has a reputation as a particularly bad place to wind up in, and houses some of the Braxans’ most important prisoners.’

Mention of the dungeon pricked my ears.

‘So,’ Alan went on, ‘why have you come here, if you thought it so dangerous?’

I produced the wanted poster of my father. As I handed it to Alan, the kids craned their necks to see.

‘That’s my father,’ I said. ‘And if he was in Snake Dungeon, there’s a chance my mother was too. She may even still be there.’

Alan looked up from the poster with worried eyes. ‘You want to go in there, don’t you?’

‘I have to.’

‘It’s a bad place, Gwen. I wouldn’t risk it on a gamble.’

‘I don’t have a choice. If Mum’s trapped in there, I have to help her. I have to!’

I surprised everyone by banging my fist on the tabletop. Cleo and Jason stared at me with fear, and I didn’t like that feeling at all. I didn’t want to scare little kids in their own home.
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‘Sorry about that,’ I said quietly. ‘But … I have to.’

Alan nodded. ‘Come with me, Gwen,’ he said. ‘There’s something you should see.’

He took me up to the roof. We had a view of the town all around, lights glowing in houses here and there – but quite a lot of windows were dark, even though it was just early evening.

‘Now you can see the true cost of the war for this place,’ said Alan. ‘How many houses, once lit up with life and laughter, now lie empty. Trudy and I don’t talk about it in front of the kids, as we don’t want them saying the wrong thing to the wrong person, but …well, it costs us something, living here. Pretending we’re happy putting up with our invaders, not daring to break the rules under the watch of their cameras.’
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He nodded to the shadowy shape of the castle on the clifftop.

‘Castle Winter,’ he said. ‘The dungeon is on the cliff side, with a marvellous view of the ocean. Sometimes prisoners make a play for the water, but the fall is so great … ’ He shook his head sombrely. ‘Well, it’s still a type of escape, I guess. Are you sure you want to go there?’

I didn’t even need to consider the question. ‘How do I get in?’ I said.

Alan sighed. ‘There are two ways that I know of. One is through the main entrance, but I don’t see how that’s possible. There are guards, security checks, I’ve heard they have a fingerprint scanner … I don’t think it would work with paws.’

‘All right. What’s the other way?’

‘A secret entrance, created by the castle’s original builders. It’s said to be a treacherous path through tunnels and caverns, full of natural perils and booby traps. Only a few people could find their way through.’

‘Oh,’ I said, dispirited.
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‘Luckily,’ Alan gave me a rueful look, ‘I’m one of them.’

‘What?’

‘You might not know this, but this isn’t the first time Braxas has invaded Riverland. We’re close to the border here, and when I was a boy they made an attempt to seize this place. We townsfolk were taken into the castle for our own protection, and a few of us were taught how to use the tunnels in case we ever needed to lead others out that way. Luckily, that time we managed to beat the Braxans back, so we never needed to use the secret – but I had learned its tricks nonetheless.’ He tapped his head.

Hope flared in my heart. He wouldn’t tell me all this if he wasn’t going to help us, would he?

‘Can you … ’ I wet my lips, knowing I was asking a lot. ‘Can you show us?’

Alan’s eyes turned to the house beneath, and I knew he was thinking about his family.

Then his gaze returned to the distant castle, the wind blowing his hair back from his furrowed brow.

‘I owe you that much,’ he said.
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The next morning I came downstairs to find Alan and Trudy at the dining table, listening to a Braxan radio broadcast and wearing concerned expressions.

‘What is it?’ I said.

‘We think our van has been flagged by the Braxans as being potentially suspicious,’ said Alan.

Worry must have shown on my face, as he held up a calming hand.

‘They don’t know where it went,’ he said. ‘And they don’t have anything to go on except “erratic driving”. They’ve simply issued orders for civilians to keep a lookout for it. Fortunately vehicle registration has fallen by the wayside since the Braxans took over.’

‘I’ll take it out in a couple of days and get pulled over deliberately,’ said Trudy. ‘They’ll find nothing in there more suspicious than a mother in a hurry to make it to the shops. We can only hope that’ll take it off their radar.’

‘But we can’t risk travelling in it with you and the dogs, Gwen,’ said Alan. ‘We’re going to have to walk out of town. Luckily, I had these in the garage.’

He showed me a collection of collars and leashes.

‘Rustle up the dogs,’ he said, ‘and we’ll talk things through while we have some breakfast.’ As we ate cereal and I sorted our packs, the dogs sniffed at the leashes.

We’re pretending to be pets again?  said Tiny. Like in Tunny?

‘Just until we get out of town,’ I assured him.

I do not care for collars,  said Sunrise.

‘What about this one with scary metal spikes?’ I suggested.

Hmm,  said Sunrise.

‘You know,’ said Alan, ‘you might want to consider … not taking everyone on this journey through the secret tunnel.’

‘Sorry?’ I said. ‘Why?’

‘Like I said, there’s a bunch of traps down there, and your dogs do like to run about.’
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I considered Alan’s warning. Could I keep the pack under control, and stop them from setting off traps everywhere we went? Or would it be for the best to split us up again?

‘Hey, doggies,’ I said, ‘what do you think about some of us staying behind?’

No way! said Tiny. Where there is adventure, there is Tiny!

We should remain together,  said Nosey firmly. Don’t you remember what happened yesterday?

What Gwen faces, we face,  growled Sunrise. I am not afraid.

A crew stays the course! said Pirate. Whether the seas are cruel or calm.

I’m not getting left behind,  said Brutus. That two-leg Cleo keeps wanting to put a pink bow on my head.

I gave Alan a shrug. ‘They insist on coming, I’m afraid.’
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Alan frowned. ‘Just make sure they know not to scamper all over the tunnels sniffing at everything and treading everywhere.’

We said goodbye to Trudy and the kids. I wasn’t sure if we’d see them again, but I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. If we found my mother in the dungeon, and were able to break her out of there, coming back here would only place the Wilsons in more danger. It was not likely that the dogs and I would return.
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I’ll send Alan back though,  I silently promised, as we left the house. That I swear.

Alan led us down quiet streets, steering us away from main roads. Apparently the trail to the tunnel was along the wooded side of the headland, so we aimed our feet that way to get out of town by the quickest route possible.

Whenever we saw a Braxan patrol, we split up and moved to opposite sides of the street, so we weren’t such a recognisable crew. We couldn’t avoid everyone, though, and I caught a few scared looks aimed at Sunrise.

We made it to a field on the outskirts, and left the footpath to head along a dirt track. Finally, we entered the cover of the woods. Half an hour later, we emerged onto a track along the cliff edge.

As we walked, I glanced off the cliff edge. It was a frightening-looking fall, straight down into the sea.

After a while Alan stopped, checked our whereabouts, and announced we should leave the path again. We moved through the woods for a bit, until we found ourselves looking down a slope onto a clearing hemmed by a rock wall.
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‘There’s the door.’ Alan pointed.

‘Where?’

‘You can see a faint outline if you look carefully.’

I squinted at the wall. Sure enough, after a moment, I noticed a hairline crack that looked sort of like the shape of a door.

‘This is a bit exciting,’ said Alan. ‘We might be the first people to come this way for decades. Nobody knows this is here—’

‘Nobody?’ I nodded at a security camera I’d spied up in a tree.
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Alan stared at the camera in shock. It wasn’t a swivelling one, but sat unmoving, aimed out over the clearing and the door.

‘Somehow I think the Braxans know about this entrance too,’ I said, as I pulled us all down behind some bushes.

‘But … but …’ Alan scowled. ‘How could they?’

‘You mentioned a few others knew about it,’ I said. ‘Who were they?’

‘Other villagers who got holed up in the castle, all those years ago,’ said Alan. ‘I can’t believe any of them would tell the Braxans about it, though!’

‘Sometimes people have to make hard choices to survive,’ I said. ‘Or to protect the ones they love.’

While Alan pondered this, I called out to Eagle, hoping she was nearby. My sudden EEEAAAKK  made the old man jump.

‘Why did you do that?’ he demanded.

‘We need help getting past that camera,’ I said. ‘Eagle could sit on the branch in front of it, and buy us at least a few minutes. But once we get down there, how do we open the door?’
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‘Ah,’ said Alan, with a grin. ‘It’s quite an ingenious mechanism, actually. We have to push a series of stones in the—’

The stone door suddenly exploded outwards, chunks of rock hurtling through the air. They flew overhead and crashed down around us, and I instinctively dragged the smaller dogs under my knees.
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Miraculously, nobody got hit by anything bigger than a pebble. Alan and I shared a look of utter confusion.

‘Righto, soldiers,’ a voice sounded from below. A Braxan captain wearing thick glasses marched into the clearing, and immediately choked on the dust still hanging in the air. ‘Excuse me! Ahem-hem. Good work!’

A small troop of soldiers followed him more hesitantly, one of them putting away some kind of detonator. They had blown up the door! But why?

‘Now we can get into this so-called secret tunnel,’ announced the captain, smiling broadly. ‘We’ll map it out, disable the traps, and make it another glorious conquest for the Braxan empire!’

‘Oh, wonderful,’ I muttered.
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‘Captain Kline?’ said a slouchy woman, holding up her hand. ‘Did you say there are traps?’

The captain rolled his eyes, which were magnified by his thick glasses. ‘Didn’t you read your orders, Wells? Yes, our information says there are some traps in there.’

Grumbling spread through the group.

Watching them from our hiding spot, I didn’t think they looked like the sharpest Braxans we’d ever faced.

‘Just keep your eyes peeled,’ snapped Captain Kline, ‘and watch where you tread.’

‘Maybe best you don’t go first then, sir?’ said a rotund soldier, and there was some chortling.

‘Why not, Hanson?’ said Kline.

‘Well …’ Hanson gestured awkwardly at Kline’s glasses. ‘Because you can barely …’

‘Because we don’t risk our leader.’ A man with slick black hair and stubble stepped forward. He was lithe and muscular, his eyes darting and alert – unlike the others, he was pretty intimidating. He produced a torch and shone it into the tunnel. ‘I shall lead.’

‘Thank you, Officer Morgan,’ said Kline. ‘Now listen, everyone – I know some of you see this duty as punishment, but I say it’s an opportunity to prove ourselves. The higher-ups are counting on us to secure this route into the castle. So, can I count on you in turn?’

The soldiers nodded begrudgingly.

‘This leader guy is a wet rag,’ I whispered. ‘I’ve seen Braxan captains who’d slam their minions to the ground if they behaved like this.’

‘Captain Kline’s a bit of a joke around town,’ agreed Alan. ‘But that Morgan fellow is not.’
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‘Better remind them about firearms, sir,’ said Morgan.

‘Ah, yes!’ said Kline. ‘You’ve all left your pistols and rifles behind as ordered, correct? Testing reveals there may be gas pockets down there, so no guns and no explosives. Go slow and try not to touch anything. Lead on, Morgan.’

The soldiers hesitantly followed Morgan and their captain into the tunnel.

‘So what do we do now?’ I wondered aloud.
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Alan grimaced. ‘I suppose we could go home and come back another day?’

I didn’t love the idea. A trip back through town with the dogs would be pushing our luck for the third time. The chances we’d bring ruin upon the Wilson family increased every moment we were with them. And, if I was honest with myself, I was impatient to get my answers.

My furrowed brow must have revealed something of these thoughts, because Alan gave a little nod as if he’d expected as much from me.

‘They don’t sound like they know what they’re doing,’ he said. ‘They’ll be stumbling around lost in no time. I don’t think it’d be hard to get past them. At worst, they’ll set off some of the traps so we won’t have to deal with them.’

[image: Image]

Everyone started as Eagle landed on a branch above us, having finally answered my call.

About time! whuffed Tiny.

The bird’s eyes flickered about the blackened rocks and clumps of ruined bushes surrounding us. What have you lot gotten into now? she seemed to say.

‘Eagle,’ I said, pointing at the security camera, ‘can you please perch in front of that thing for a while?’
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Chirp, she replied. She flew over and set down right in front of the camera, staring into its glassy eye as if it were the enemy right there.

‘Okay,’ I said, ‘we’re doing this?’

Alan thought for a moment more, then nodded.

We made our way down the rise and across the clearing, safe from the gaze of the blocked camera. As we reached the exploded doorway, I smelled something chemical in the air.

Too strong,  whuffed Nosey. Don’t like it.

‘Dynamite,’ said Alan.

‘Inside, quickly.’ I waved the pack into the tunnel.

I hung back for a moment to exchange a look with Eagle – we both knew the dark tunnel was no place she could follow us into. I nodded my thanks to her, and went after the others.

We gathered ourselves together just inside the tunnel. The Braxans had moved beyond a bend ahead, but we could still see the light of their torches reflected on the walls.

‘We’ll stay behind them until they head in the wrong direction,’ said Alan.
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‘Stay close, everyone,’ I warned the dogs. ‘Don’t run about.’

We moved down the tunnel slowly, pausing at times so we didn’t catch up to the enemy. They, with no reason to be quiet, chattered constantly and made it easy to judge their distance. We entered a long, straight passage some fifty metres behind them, and crouched down lest they cast a glance behind and spy us.

‘Mind that panel!’ Morgan called, and I wondered what we were coming up on.

‘Good eyes on that one,’ whispered Alan. ‘They must have reached the arrows.’

A clattering noise reverberated off the tunnel walls, and I saw the odd flash of metal in the air ahead. This went on for a minute or so until there was silence.

‘That’s all of them,’ Morgan said. ‘Move on.’

When we reached the place where they had stopped, Alan pointed out a stone panel set in the tunnel floor. There were holes in the walls on either side, and the ground was littered with broken arrows.

‘Looks like they set this off deliberately,’ said Alan. ‘Emptied all the arrows from the trap. Still, best to go around it, just to be sure.’
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As we crept carefully by, it struck me that, had the dogs stepped on the panel, they would have been fine – the arrows would have passed right over their heads. Still, there would be other types of traps in here, so that was nothing to rely on.

We came to a fork in the tunnel, and heard the soldiers heading down the left-hand side.

‘They’ve already gone the wrong way,’ said Alan, with a grin. ‘Down there they’ll only find dead ends and wall spikes. Might be the last we hear of them, with any luck.’
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‘Well,’ I said, flicking my torch on, ‘let’s not wait around to find out. If they backtrack, they’ll be right on our tails.’

If someone treads on my tail,  said Sunrise, they will regret it.

I chuckled and gave her a scratch behind the ears as we headed onwards into the dark.
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We came to a wooden bridge hanging over a great chasm. It looked scarily rickety, with several planks missing.

‘Hmm,’ said Alan. ‘This could be tricky. Can your dogs understand “only step on every third plank”? The others are rigged to fail.’

I poked my head out over the heart-pounding drop, but my torchlight could not find the bottom. I tried not to think about wooden planks breaking under my feet.

Smells like it goes a long way down,  said Nosey, which didn’t help.

‘Okay, doggies,’ I said. ‘You have to be very careful where you put your paws. Um …’ I fished around in my pack and found a chocolate bar. ‘I’ll use this to mark the planks where you can tread. Make sense?’

A couple of the dogs seemed uncertain.

You’re giving us a nice treat? said Tiny. But you never let us eat chocolate.

‘No,’ I said sternly. ‘I’m saying you must only step where you can smell chocolate.’

Watch what I do,  Nosey told the others, and do the same.
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I smiled at the reliable lab, glad it seemed he understood.

‘Ready?’ said Alan.

I sure hope so,  I thought.

‘Yes,’ I said.

Alan stepped out onto the bridge’s third plank. The bridge wobbled a little, but nothing snapped or gave way. He gripped the ropes to keep himself steady as he took another stride, this time onto the sixth plank.

I bit the top off the chocolate bar and followed him out. I pressed the chocolate down onto the third plank, to create a stepping stone in the land of smell for the dogs.

I glanced behind to make sure they were watching. Nosey was waiting first in line.

‘This plank,’ I said, pointing down. ‘The one that smells like chocolate. Okay?’

Got it,  he said.

I took the ropes as Alan had done and moved on to the sixth plank, marking it as well. I felt the bridge shudder as someone landed on it behind me – Nosey was now sitting on the third plank.

I had to put some distance down so they could all follow me out. Every time I moved forwards, I couldn’t help glancing back to make sure they were getting it right.

The little dogs leapt from plank to plank, while the bigger dogs had to straddle two at once. The sight of it set my teeth on edge. One misplaced paw would spell disaster.

I didn’t like this bridge at all.

Alan reached the other side and turned around. He shook his head in amazement.

‘Those are some smart pooches you have,’ he said with a chuckle.
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I couldn’t share in his confidence yet.

‘Tiny!’ I snapped. ‘Don’t lick the chocolate! How will Brutus know where to step?’

Must... resist... Tiny tore himself away from the chocolate smudge mournfully.
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As I jumped to the last plank before the end of the bridge, a piece of chocolate crumbled off the bar and fell behind me. I turned to see Nosey’s nostrils twitch towards it, as he made to jump for the wrong plank.

‘Stop!’ I cried, too late.
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Nosey’s front paws went right through the wood!

In a flash I sank and seized him around the chest as he plunged through the bridge, his back legs still on a solid plank while his front paws dangled over the abyss.

Don’t drop me! he barked frantically.

‘Try to calm down! Stop kicking!’

‘Gwen! Are you all right?’ called Alan.

I grunted as I stood, hauling Nosey with me as he continued to squirm and panic. I held him tightly as I jumped the rest of the way off the bridge.
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Quickly, I set the labrador down and spun to see how the other dogs were doing. They were all frozen, their faces full of fear.

‘Careful of that gap!’ I warned. ‘Keep on coming, just stick to the chocolate!’

They started to move again, now paying closer attention and being even more careful. One by one they sprang off the bridge to land on solid ground. I sighed with great relief as the last paws set down.

‘Phew,’ said Alan. ‘That was a heart-stopper. Everyone okay?’

‘I think so.’ I gave Nosey a comforting hug.

‘Need a moment, or should we keep on?’

‘Let’s get away from here, please.’

We entered another tunnel, only too happy to leave the gaping chasm behind us.

After a few more twists and turns, I realised the walls were getting closer. The passage grew narrower and narrower, until I had to take my pack off and turn on my side to squeeze through.

‘Didn’t the castle builders think they’d bring any bags with them when they escaped?’ I complained.

‘Many of these passages are naturally formed,’ said Alan. ‘I guess they didn’t find time to widen them out.’

I’m stuck! howled Sunrise – behind me, the big wolf was wedged between the walls!

‘Don’t panic!’ I called. ‘It gets wider just ahead of you. Can you wriggle through?’

Wriggle,  growled Sunrise. Wriggle, she says.

Nonetheless, the wolf began wriggling, dislodging a few bits of stone as she did. Finally, she managed to scrape through.
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‘That was the worst of it,’ said Alan. ‘See?’

We emerged into a wider passage and took a moment to compose ourselves.

‘The tracks go in here, sir.’

We froze as the voice floated through the passage after us. It sounded like Officer Morgan, at the start of the narrow way we had just come through.

‘Looks like a bit of a squeeze,’ came Kline’s doubtful voice.

‘Maybe too tight for Hanson to fit?’ said Wells.

‘Oy!’ said Hanson. ‘So I like my food, so what?’

‘So you might not fit through this narrow passage,’ replied Wells smugly.

I hadn’t thought we were leaving tracks on the hard floor, but apparently Morgan had some talent for spotting them. We had led the Braxans along the correct route through the tunnels, right to us.
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‘We best hurry,’ said Alan.

‘Hold up,’ I said. ‘Let’s give them something to think about, if they’re planning to stay on our heels. Sunrise?’

Yes?

I pointed down the tunnel. ‘Please sound scary in that direction.’

Sunrise gave me an amused look. Then she threw back her head and let out a loud howl.
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‘By all that is holy!’ cried Hanson. ‘What’s that?’

‘I’m not heading in there, sir!’ said Wells. ‘There’s some kind of monster waiting for us!’

Sunrise snapped her jaws and growled for good measure.

‘That might buy us some extra time to shake them off,’ I said.

‘How did they catch up so quickly?’ said Alan. ‘Whoever they spoke to about this place must have given them directions, such as the method to cross the bridge.’

We moved on as fast as we dared, sidestepping panels wherever we spotted them, squeezing through more narrow spaces. I started to notice burrow openings dotted here and there.
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‘Snakes used to live down here,’ said Alan. ‘I hope they’re all long gone, but still … best steer clear of those openings.’

Soon we came to a long, straight passage with a stone tablet standing at the start.

GO BACK  was etched on its surface.

‘Ah,’ said Alan. ‘That’s a good sign.’

‘It doesn’t look like a good sign!’ I said.

‘It means we’re on the right track.’

‘Were you worried we weren’t on the right track?’ I demanded.

‘It’s just good to be doubly sure,’ replied Alan smoothly. ‘Now, there are trapdoors along here, so be careful to tread only where I do. If you—’
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A glossy snake wound out from behind the tablet and reared up next to Sunrise.

No-leg! she yelped.

I pulled out my sling, but in her fright Sunrise backed up into me, sending me stumbling backwards. Something gave way under my heels – a trapdoor?

Suddenly I was standing on the very edge of a deep pit, flailing my arms wildly over a fall to the death!
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I screamed as I tipped towards the pit, catching a glimpse of cruel wooden spikes at the bottom.

‘Gwen!’ shouted Alan, fighting his way through the panicked dogs as they circled the snake.
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I swung my sling and he managed to catch hold of it. The effort cost me what was left of my balance and I fell backwards, my weight yanking Alan forward off his feet.

I heard him grunt as he hit the floor, then the sling went taut and I slammed into the side of the pit. I started to jerk downwards as he was dragged along the tunnel floor.

‘Dogs!’ I screamed. ‘Help Alan!’
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My knuckles whitened on the sling as I kicked thin air above the spikes. I tried to control my wild movements, tried to plant my feet against the wall. Suddenly I lurched upwards a notch, and came within reach of the edge of the pit.

I grabbed it with one hand and gripped the sling with the other, pulling my head high enough to see what was happening. Alan was flat on the ground holding the other end of the sling with both hands, while the bigger dogs dragged him backwards.
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The little ones were still facing the snake, snapping and yapping to hold it back. Its yellow eyes turned this way and that – it seemed confused by all the commotion, uncertain of its best attack.

I heaved myself up out of the pit. Alan let out a relieved groan as the sling went slack – the poor old guy looked pretty scraped up, but with the snake still in play there was no time to rest. I rose from the ground, fishing in my pockets for rocks to hurl.
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Rocks bounced off the wall on either side of the snake, making it flinch this way and that. I landed a blow right on its head, and it hissed and curled away behind the tablet.

I chased after it, my heart still thumping from my narrow escape, and saw it disappear into a burrow. I shoved a rock into the hole, blocking it up.

‘And stay out!’ I shouted. ‘Or in! Or whatever! Stay away from us!’

The next moment I was surrounded by concerned dogs, all licking and jostling me.

Are you okay, Gwen?

Sorry we got so scared!

Stupid no-leg! Brutus barked at the blocked burrow.

Sunrise squeezed through the others to set her head against mine. My fear almost caused you great harm,  she said. I will never let it happen again.
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‘It’s okay, it’s okay,’ I found myself repeating, as much for my own sake as theirs. ‘Stop fussing over me, we need to help Alan.’

I went to the old man and helped him back to his feet. He leant on me for a moment until his breathing settled, then dusted himself off.

‘Thank you, Alan,’ I said. ‘You really saved me there. Are you all right?’

‘Just some skin off the ol’ elbows,’ he said, trying to make light of the situation, despite how rattled he obviously was. ‘That was a close one, eh? Goodness.’

Suddenly the dogs’ ears were pricking up, swivelling back the way we had come. I turned in the same direction and listened hard.

Footsteps were approaching, not too far off.

‘What is it?’ said Alan.

‘The Braxans have almost caught up,’ I said. ‘They must have heard all the yelling and barking.’

Alan nodded seriously. ‘Follow me,’ he said. ‘Closely.’

We moved around the first pit, but there were still other trapdoors ahead. I don’t know by what method Alan sighted them, or if it was all just in his memory, but he seemed pretty confident about where to put his feet. As we zigzagged through the invisible obstacle course, the Braxans appeared down the end of the passage.

They immediately broke into a run, yelling all their usual Stop!  and Halt!  nonsense that we never listened to.

‘Could we speed this up, maybe?’ I said.
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Alan paused to consider an apparently blank area of floor. ‘Hmm,’ he said, prodding at it with his foot. ‘Not sure about this bit.’ There was a creeeaaak  as a trapdoor opened up before him. ‘Oh yes, there’s definitely a trapdoor there.’ He still seemed a little stunned from our ordeal, so I took his elbow and guided him around the newly revealed pit.
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A bolt flew past my ear, through the midst of us.

‘A warning shot!’ called Morgan, from the far side of the first pit, as he notched another bolt into his crossbow. ‘My next won’t miss, I guarantee.’
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‘That’s Wolf Girl!’ said Captain Kline, adjusting his specs as he peered after us. ‘What’s she doing here?’

We were sitting ducks in this straight passage with nothing but air between us and the Braxans.

I glanced at the trapdoor Alan had just tripped. It had not fully opened, the mechanism having caught somehow. I went down and grabbed the edge of it, then wrenched it upwards with all my strength, snapping it upright.

‘Get behind this!’ I cried, and we dashed over to the side of the passage now protected by the trapdoor.

Crossbow bolts began to slam into the wood.
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‘What do we do now?’ said Alan. ‘There’s only one more trapdoor, but it’s right in front of us. If we leave cover to go around it, we might get a bolt in the noggin.’

‘We jump it,’ I said. ‘Trip it first so we can see what we’re avoiding.’

Alan tested the floor before us carefully with his feet.
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The barrage of bolts was tipping over our
 temporary barrier. I scooped up Tiny and Pirate.

‘Over the pit, doggies!’ I said. ‘Quick!’
 We ran at the pit and leapt into the air.
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Behind us, our overladen shield toppled back down into its pit.

Alan winced as he landed, and I heard his joints creak. There wasn’t time for any recovery, though.

‘Run!’

We kept as low as possible as bolts whizzed through the air around us. As we reached the end of the passage and rounded a corner, several of them clattered against the wall behind us.

Alan was trying to cover his pain, but I could see it in his face.

‘Come,’ he wheezed. ‘No more trapdoors for now.’

We followed as he staggered on. How long could he keep this up?
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When we made it to the next fork, Alan sighed with relief – I wasn’t sure why.

‘That’s the way to the castle,’ he said, nodding at the left-hand tunnel, which rose gently out of view. ‘But I’ll go right.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘Why?’

‘I can’t continue,’ he said. ‘My old knees won’t like jumping over any more pits, I can tell you that. I’ll only slow you down.’

Voices sounded not far behind – the Braxans had passed the trapdoors.

‘I’ll make a lot of noise,’ Alan said, ‘so they follow me. Keep them off your trail for a while at least.’

‘But they’ll catch you!’

He chuckled, then winced. I wondered where and how badly he’d been hurt.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I know a good nook to duck into, where I can hide while they pass.’

I still found it hard to agree. There was also the other thing.

‘But how will we find the way?’ I said. ‘How will we avoid the traps?’

‘It’s just a single path ahead of you now. Stay in the light when you cross the river. Don’t make any noise in the big cavern. Keep an eye out for snakes. Gwen, I must go now if this is to work.

You helped save my family – so let me help yours.’

Without another word he turned and hurried off down the right-hand tunnel. As he went he scuffed his feet around, trying to make his tracks stand out. I stared after him, still trying to figure out some other way.

Two-legs are close,  said Sunrise.
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Miserably, I led us up the left tunnel. I felt guilty about putting Alan in this position. All I could do was hope that somehow, somewhere, we’d see him again. It didn’t feel likely, though.

We heard the Braxans arrive behind us at the fork. They started to squabble among themselves about which path to take, and I apprehensively waited for the outcome. Then a shout sounded from Alan somewhere off in the distance, and they quickly went down the right-hand tunnel after him.

I told myself Alan was just pretending to be in trouble, as a way of leading them on. He’d said he was going to make noise, hadn’t he?
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Lead them into a pit full of snakes, Alan,  I thought.

What else could we do but continue on?

We heard the sound of running water somewhere ahead. A few more twists and turns, and we emerged into a low-roofed cave cut through by a rushing river. It was only some ten metres wide, but the black water churned with frothing whirlpools.

I wondered what caused them – maybe the water was sucking away through deep holes in the riverbed?

I decided to run an experiment, and plucked a stray leaf from Nosey’s fur.

Hey,  he said, I was saving that.
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I dropped the leaf into the river. It was quickly dragged away from the shore into a whirlpool, went spinning around and around in a circle, and was finally pulled below the surface. The natural forces in play seemed powerful and worrying.

Stay in the light when you cross the river, Alan had said.

Some natural light fell into the cave through a crack in the roof. I moved beneath it, peered upwards, and got the impression it lay at the bottom of a deep crevice. The crack ran all the way over the river, casting a line of light on the surface. Whirlpools swirled on either side, yet the line remained clear of them.

I growled low in my throat.

What is it? said Sunrise.

I realised I was just standing there growling. I guess I didn’t like the idea of entering the dark waters, line of light or no.

‘We have to cross this river,’ I said reluctantly.

Alan had put some rope in our packs, and I decided it was time to use it. I tied one end around my chest, then looped the other around a rock jutting up from the cave floor. Some kind of safety measure, at least.

Do we follow? said Nosey.

‘Let me just check things out first,’ I replied.

I waded into the water, staying in the line of light. It was shallow to start, some kind of rock shelf underfoot with an immediate drop-off on both sides. It was like walking on an underwater bridge.

Towards the middle the water got deeper, and the strength of the current flowing across the bridge threatened to carry me off towards the terrifying whirlpools. Thankfully, it never rose up past my hips, and I was able to brace myself against it. I made it to the other side without incident.

[image: Image]

Well, I knew I could do it, but how was I going to get the dogs across?

I spied another jutting bit of rock, which gave me an idea. I took the rope off myself, looped it around the new bit of rock, pulled it tight and tied it off. The rope now stretched over the river, perfectly following the line of light.

Gripping it to steady myself, I was able to easily make my way back.
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I carried Tiny and Pirate over the river one by one, and it was easy enough to keep hold of both them and the rope while I did so. The bigger dogs, however, would be a bit more difficult.

‘So I know you don’t like them,’ I said, ‘but it’s time to use your leashes and collars again.’

Actually,  said Sunrise, as I got out her spikey collar, I’ve decided I do quite like mine, after all.

‘That’s good.’

I put the leashes on the dogs and clipped them directly to the rope. Now they each had their own safety measure in case they got swept off the underwater bridge.

‘Keep your feet on the ground if you can,’ I said. ‘If you have to swim, though, at least you won’t get sucked away into a whirlpool.’

I led my procession into the water, praying my makeshift plan would work.

[image: Image]

In the deepest part, Nosey and Brutus began to struggle, half-walking and half-paddling. Brutus let out a yelp as the water carried him off the bridge, but his leash snapped tight and kept him from floating away. Paddling furiously, he was able to keep moving.

‘That’s it, boy!’ I called. ‘You’re all right!’

Suddenly, Sunrise lost her footing. As she fought to get back onto the bridge, the rope strained under her immense weight. Beyond her, I could see the loop was working its way off the rock it was tied to!
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I seized hold of the rope on my side as I made it to shore, just as it came loose on the other side. The trio of big dogs went swinging away towards the whirlpools, their paws working frantically to keep them from going under.

‘Pull them in!’ I shouted to the little dogs.
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I backed up slowly, fighting the pull of hungry whirlpools, only able to take the weight of the three big dogs because they were submerged.

‘Keep swimming!’ I yelled at them.

The dogs paddled with every ounce of energy they had. It was like a tug of war, with the water trying to snatch them away into the depths below. Sunrise slipped into a whirlpool and started to be flung about like she was circling a drain! I couldn’t tell whether the froth spilling from her mouth was from the river or her panicked exertion.
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I roared and summoned all the strength I had left, going hand-over-hand as I hauled in the rope. The little dogs were trying their best to help, but I knew it was mainly up to me.

Sunrise’s frantic eyes disappeared below the surface!

Fear of losing her shot through me, electrified my arms, made the burning of the rough rope in my palms fade away.

‘Don’t … give … up … ’ I grunted, though whether I was talking to them or myself, I wasn’t sure.

Nosey made it into the shallows, and suddenly he was on his feet and leaping ashore! With the load lightened, he joined in to help, and finally I felt real strength join my own.

Together, we worked to bring Brutus in from the clutches of the perilous waters. Sunrise’s head burst up from below the surface, and though she spluttered and choked, she did not give up.

Between us all we dragged her in, a massive, panting, wet heap of angry wolf. She staggered up the shore and collapsed on her side, coughing up water as I sank down beside her.

‘Sorry, girl,’ was all I could think to say. ‘Sorry I keep getting you into these situations.’

Her eyes rolled to meet mine. We are not going back that way,  she growled.
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As the dogs shook themselves dry, I wondered how much longer we had ahead of us. Alan had not given us an exact distance, but surely we had to be getting close to the castle by now?

We cleared up all the rope so as not to give the Braxans any helpful ideas if they ended up coming this way, and headed on into the next tunnel. This one cut through solid rock, so I doubted we’d come across any more trapdoors.
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In the lead, Tiny had put his paw on a panel and a huge axe was swinging out of the wall, scything over his head.
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I’ve been meaning to get a trim, said the chihuahua, eyeing the blade as it swung back and forth.

‘Didn't mention that one, Alan,’ I grumbled.

One the blade disappeared back into the wall, we all moved carefully around the panel lest anyone have an axe-ident.

We emerged into what felt like a vast cavern, the air cool and still, a great blackness around us. My torchlight found no walls, so I could only imagine how big the space was.

The path led us through a field of pointed stalagmites.
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I remembered learning about them in some school class, years ago. Where there were stalagmites …

I turned my torch upwards and saw the tips of stalactites high above, like spear tips pointed down at us. They looked long and brittle, ready to fall at any moment.

Don’t make any noise in the big cavern, Alan had said.

‘Okay, doggies,’ I whispered. ‘We need to be very quiet here. No running, no barking. Stay on the path.’

As we ventured through the eerie space, the drip drip drip  of water came from all around. Finally, my torch found the opposite wall, where I could see stone stairs heading up into another tunnel.
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It smells strange in here,  said Nosey. Fresh and old, both. How can that be?

‘Ssh,’ I said.
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A quiet hiss drifted through the air, and for a moment I wondered if it was my own voice travelling. Then I saw a long brown body slipping around a nearby stalagmite.

There are no-legs here,  whined Nosey.

I hate those things! growled Sunrise.

‘Steady, girl,’ I said. ‘Steady, everyone. We’ll be through in a minute. Just gotta keep—’
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A second snake uncoiled before us in my torchlight.
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Reflexively I stepped back, bumping into the dogs. Meanwhile, the first snake emerged from between spikes, and bared its fangs at Sunrise.

BACK! the wolf barked. BACK, FOUL BEAST!

‘Sunrise!’ I said urgently. ‘Don’t bark!’
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As I touched her coat her eyes snapped to mine, full of fear and anger.

‘It’s just me,’ I said. ‘You have to be quiet, girl.’

There are others coming,  said Nosey miserably, his frightened face turning this way and that as more hissing echoed through the stalactites. They are all around.

I knew we had to get past these snakes and make it to the tunnel as quickly and quietly as we could. I pulled a stone from my pocket, tested its weight. Could I chuck it without making too much noise?

What do we do? whimpered Brutus.

‘THERE THEY ARE!’

Torchlight flared back at the cavern entrance, accompanied by shouts and the sound of running feet.
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The shouts seemed to grow in volume as they bounced off surfaces and hanging death-spikes. The sound of rock cracking came from above, and there was a great crash as something came down in the darkness somewhere.

The Braxans were going to bring the whole ceiling of stalactites down on us!

Shut up,  I willed them. SHUT UP!
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I sensed more than heard something in the air above us, and turned up the torch to see a stalactite falling towards us. I threw myself against nearby dogs, knocking them aside. There was a great CRACK  behind me as the spike hit the path and splintered into a thousand pieces.
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More spikes fell, like the cavern’s ancient teeth coming down on us. The snakes flinched with each resonating crash, and suddenly they were all winding away in terror.

‘Run!’ I shouted, no longer trying to be quiet. ‘Now!’

We pelted for the door, dark shapes plummeting through my flashing torchlight, driving into the ground all about.
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A flying piece of rock from a nearby impact smacked against my jaw. I reeled but fought against the lights blinking in my eyes – the whole place was collapsing in on itself!

Very bad, very bad! barked Nosey.

I cannot fight falling fangs! yapped Tiny.

Faster! howled Brutus.
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A huge stalactite exploded before us, but we could not stop our momentum, and had to leap through the cloud of flying grit.

The tunnel loomed, but rubble had piled up on the steps! As I scrabbled to climb it, fistfuls of jagged rock came loose in my hand. I flung them away, fighting my way up, pushing dogs ahead of me, screaming at them to keep on …

We tumbled over the top of the rubble into the tunnel. Half-dazed and with bleeding palms, I looked back to see the Braxan torches retreating towards the far side of the cavern. It seemed they had finally got the message to shut their dumb mouths!
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The path was a spikily strewn, mounded mess. A few more stalactites fell as I watched, then finally they stopped.

I hope some of those no-legs got squashed,  panted Sunrise.

And the two-legs! added Brutus angrily. That was all their fault!

As we caught our breath, I strained my ears to hear the conversation drifting over to us from the Braxans. Although they were being much quieter than before, I could still make out their individual voices.

‘We have to continue after them, sir,’ said Morgan. ‘They’ve almost made it to the castle.’

‘And my radio isn’t working down here,’ said Wells. ‘We can’t even warn our guys up there.’

‘We can’t make it through that field of spikes and shards,’ snapped Kline. ‘Especially not quietly!’
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‘Have some faith, sir,’ said Morgan. ‘We can do it. Don’t you remember what you said about proving ourselves?’

Perhaps we shouldn’t wait around to find out who’d win the argument.
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At the end of the next tunnel we came to a featureless brick wall that looked like a dead end.

Have we come the wrong way?  whined Brutus.

‘Nope,’ I said. ‘Watch this.’

Luckily, Alan had filled me in on what to expect here. I searched the wall, and found a dusty handle at the side.

‘Stand back,’ I said.
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Oh boy,  I thought, as I pulled the false wall open, that’s loud.

I guessed the secret entry hadn’t been used for a while. Somewhere out of sight, its hinges were probably rusted. Its grinding protest set my teeth on edge as I imagined the sound travelling through castle corridors beyond, alerting guards above and below. As soon as I had a crack wide enough, I dared a quick peep through, ready to push it closed if I saw anyone coming.
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As Alan had told me, the door opened onto an old wine cellar, with dusty bottles lining the shelves. It didn’t look like anyone had been in here for a long time, and no one was rushing in to investigate the noise.

Is this where the two-legs keep their dead spiders? asked Nosey, sniffing around.

‘Something like that,’ I said.

I went to the regular door and took a careful look out. A stone hallway stretched before me, the occasional torch sputtering as water dripped from the ceiling. I could hear vague echoes of voices and footsteps, but they didn’t seem to be coming from anywhere nearby.

We slipped out and began to sneak through the castle’s dark underbelly. There was a mustiness in the air, but sometimes there came the smell of salt, or the sound of waves, and those we followed. I knew the dungeon lay against the cliff face; I figured if we kept on moving towards signs of the sea, we would find it eventually.
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I was almost relieved to hear the sound of a patrol, as I’d begun to wonder if we were even in the right place.
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‘Hide!’ I nodded to a recess in the wall, in which stood an empty suit of armour.
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It was quite a squeeze for us all to get behind the armour, but the Braxans passed without glancing in our direction.

We continued on through the shadows. With noise travelling easily we were able to hear patrols coming from quite a way off. The Braxans here did not seem to be on high alert – this was probably one of the last places they expected intruders. We snuck by guards dozing on stools, or waited in empty rooms as soldiers passed, and skirted a dining hall where they were all eating stew from a big cauldron.
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They’re really getting into the medieval vibe,  I thought.

As if life had to disagree with me, the next room we passed was full of monitors and panels, showing feeds from all the security cameras.

There were only two Braxans in there manning the operation, and part of me wanted to bust in on them and destroy their whole setup.

If we took out the cameras, would we be helping the town? I wasn’t sure. Maybe it would just lead to more patrols on the streets while they got things up and running again. Also, I had no doubt that such an act wouldn’t go unnoticed for long, and maybe threaten my real purpose for being here.

‘You heard these weird reports from along the coast?’ said Security Braxan 1.
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‘What are you talking about?’ said Security Braxan 2.

‘Folks reckon they’ve seen a couple of kids riding around on sea creatures.’

Security Braxan 2 scoffed. ‘Sounds like a load of rubbish to me.’

‘Well, maybe it’s—’

‘Hey! Look at that!’

They pointed at a screen, which I realised showed the exploded stone doorway into the tunnels. A figure with his head covered emerged and ran across the clearing towards the trees.

‘Is that one of ours?’ said Security Braxan 1.

‘Dunno. Haven’t been able to raise them on comms since they went down there.’

‘So glad I didn’t pull that duty! Traps and snakes? Urgh, no thanks.’
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I was glad to know that Alan had made it out of the tunnels alive.

We followed the sound of crashing waves down several flights of steps. Eventually we poked our heads around a corner in a long passage, and saw guards standing either side of a locked gate.

Above it were etched the words I remembered from the wanted poster of my father.

There was no sneaking around these guys, and it looked like we’d need a key to open the gate. We could probably take them in a head-on confrontation, but I didn’t want to give them a chance to raise any alarm.

I needed to lure them to us.

‘Okay, doggies,’ I said. ‘Stay in the shadows. Be ready.’
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I wasn’t sure if my idea was crazy or not, but I was going to find out. I positioned myself under a burning torch, from which light fell on the wall near the guards. I held my hands in front of it and made my fingers into bunny ears.
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‘Hey,’ said Dungeon Guard 1. ‘What’s that?’

Dungeon Guard 2 looked at the wall and saw me waggling the bunny ears. He peered towards us down the corridor, squinting as he tried to make me out. I whipped my hands back from the torch and sank into the darkness.

‘Could a rabbit have gotten loose from the kitchens?’ said Dungeon Guard 2.

‘If so,’ said Dungeon Guard 1, ‘maybe we’ll get a tasty reward for catching it?’

The two of them made their way down the corridor, drawing their batons.

‘Don’t scare it,’ said Dungeon Guard 1.

‘Here, bunny bunny …’

I grinned as I stepped into view, making the guards start in surprise. The dogs appeared all around them too, low and growling, showing their fangs.

‘We’re not bunnies,’ I said. ‘And we’re not scared.’

It did not take long to convince the guards to put down their weapons and give us the keys. We left them tied up and gagged in a storeroom, and made our way towards the gate.
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Slipping a big iron key into the lock, we entered Snake Dungeon.
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We entered a wide corridor between dark cells on either side. Water trickled down the walls to puddle across the uneven floor, and dripped off the cells’ thick black iron bars. I heard chains scraping, low voices, and the sound of waves crashing against the cliff somewhere far below.

I stopped by the first cell, too deep and dark to see very far in. ‘Is anyone there?’ I whispered. When there was no reply I shone my torch through the bars, and saw a rotten stool, an empty bed, an old bucket and dangling chains, but no sign of any person.

‘What a handsome pup,’ creaked a voice behind us. I spun to see a withered hand reaching from the cell opposite towards Nosey, who flinched away.
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‘You’d deny an old lady a pat?’ said the voice.

I shone my torch into the cell, and its light fell upon a woman standing up against the bars. She was thin and wrinkled, and wore a silk dress that had once been fine but was now reduced almost to rags.

She squinted at the torch’s glare. ‘Do you mind, young lady?’

‘Sorry, ma’am!’ I said, flicking the torch off. ‘You just surprised us, that’s all. Nosey?’

Yes?

‘Let the nice lady give you a pat.’

Are you kidding?

‘Don’t be rude.’

Hesitantly, Nosey approached the cell. The woman sat down on a stool and gave him a scratch behind the ears. Instantly, he looked as if he was realising this wasn’t such a bad deal after all.

‘Long time since I saw a doggie,’ she said.
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‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ I said, ‘but who are you?’

‘Agatha Winter,’ she replied. ‘This used to be my family’s castle, until those Braxan thugs arrived. What on earth are you doing here?’

‘Looking for my mother. Have you seen her? Her name’s Tess Lang.’

‘Can’t say I’ve heard of her, but then again,’ Agatha gave a bitter chortle, ‘I don’t get out much anymore.’

‘Check the other cells please, doggies,’ I said.

The dogs made their way along, pausing to sniff at barred doors.

Two in here,  woofed Brutus.

Just the one,  said Sunrise.

Empty,  yapped Tiny from the end of the passage.

Beside him, daylight spilled through an archway into this dank and lonesome place.
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I went to inspect the cells which the dogs said contained a person. ‘Tess Lang?’ I repeated at one after the other, trying to keep a tremor from my voice. ‘Tess Lang?’

‘No, dear,’ said someone out of sight, sounding sad.

‘Get out of here,’ came the gruff voice of a man.

‘Who?’ asked a woman slumped on her bed.

I swung my torch about, trying not to shine it in anyone’s eyes, and found the outlines of the cells’ residents. Most of them wore the same style of once-fine clothes, long gone to ruin. The gruff man might have been a butler. The woman on the bed sounded quite young.

‘I know the name Lang,’ someone said. I turned to see a man in a stained ruffled coat.

‘You do?’ I said eagerly.

‘Fellow by the name of Jeremy Lang,’ he said. ‘Wasn’t here for more than a week or so. Wasn’t one of the long-termers, as you might call us.’

‘He’s my dad,’ I said. ‘Did he have a woman with him?’
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‘Can’t say that he did.’

‘I read that he escaped. Do you know how? Or where he planned to go?’

The man snorted. ‘I don’t think there was much plan about it, I’m afraid. Many months ago, it was. He managed to slip his cell, but the guards returned too soon for him to get very far. He was forced to go out that way.’

He nodded at the archway full of light.
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Hesitantly, I made my way over and looked out. There was a small landing looking onto fresh air and grey skies. It was a jump straight off the side of the castle.

‘This way?’ I said. ‘You’re sure?’

The man laughed. ‘Ain’t no mistaking it when someone goes that way, dear.’

‘But no one could survive that fall!’

‘That’s what they say, but who knows? Maybe no one who survives it ever comes back to Winter Hill to tell the tale? This Lang chap seemed pretty determined to live, though. Said he needed to find his family.’

I felt a lump in my throat upon hearing that Dad had been searching for me too.

Gwen! barked Nosey. The two-legs from the tunnels have found us!
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I cursed, and started fumbling with the keys – I should have been letting people out! As I tried to find the right one for the man’s cell, however, he reached though the bars and gently stayed my hand.

‘What are you doing?’ I spluttered. ‘I have to let you out!’

‘There’s no time for that, miss,’ he said. ‘And half the people in here are too old … or too delicate … to run. But you can get out. You can still find your father.’
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The dogs came scampering towards me as the gate flew open. Kline, Morgan, Wells and the rest piled into the dungeon brandishing their bows.
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‘Thought you could escape us, Wolf Girl?’ yelled Kline, flecks of spittle shooting from his mouth. ‘We’ll be the troop to bring you in! Nobody will laugh at us then!’

As the Braxans fanned out I could see others behind them, reinforcements from the castle. There were too many for us to fight them all.

‘There’s nowhere to go, girl!’ shouted Wells.

I glanced through the archway. If Dad survived the fall,  I thought, which I choose to believe! – then we can survive it too.

I went down on one knee to look the dogs in the eye.

‘Trust me, doggies?’ I said.

Of course! said Nosey.

Always,  said Sunrise.

Trust you to get us into lots of trouble,  added Brutus worriedly.
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‘Then follow me.’

I rose, turned to the archway and closed my eyes. I summoned a cherished memory of my father.
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‘What are you doing?’ screamed Kline. ‘Stay where you are!’

All it took was a hop … and a skip … and a jump …
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… and we were on our way.
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Captain Kline stared from the landing at the churning ocean far below. Squint as he might, he could not make out any sign of Wolf Girl or her dogs in the waves.

‘Might need a prescription for new spectacles, captain,’ suggested Morgan.

‘Can you see anything, Morgan?’

Morgan considered the distant froth, then shook his head. ‘Brave girl. If she can live through a fall like that, maybe she deserves to escape.’

‘Mmf.’ Kline turned to the others, lurking inside the archway. ‘Well, make sure the cells are secured. Then we’ll seal the secret tunnel off for good. At the very least we can get that right!’

His soldiers sprang to obey, glad to be away from the landing, and the terrible fall to the sea.

• • •
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My vision faded in and out, and I tried to remember what I should be doing. I was drifting, bobbing …

When my ears rose above the water I could hear yelping, barking. The dogs … flailing about … My hair floated before my eyes, oddly pretty in the rays of sunshine penetrating the depths. Salt water stung a dozen cuts all over my body, yet somehow it was soothing as well.

Claws suddenly seized the back of my head, raising my face out of the sea.
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shrieked Eagle. I don’t think I’d heard her sounding so scared before. She didn’t have the strength to save me. My limbs had all turned to jelly.
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I heard a strange new call, not from Eagle. It was a high-pitched squeaking.

The crash of a great wave drowned out all other sounds, and dimly I realised it had broken against the cliff face just a few metres away – the next wave would hurl me against the jagged rocks like a rag doll.

I struggled weakly against the churning forces surrounding me, but they were too powerful.

‘There she is!’ called a voice.
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I blinked and looked around. I must be dreaming.

Had I hit my head at some point? I thought I saw two kids riding dolphins …

‘Take my hand!’ shouted a boy, reaching for me. Behind him, the next wave was rolling towards us.
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I reached out to take his hand, but missed. The movement drained the last of my strength, and my face flopped back into the water. I sank, leaving the strange visions above.

Darkness swallowed me.

TO BE CONTINUED …
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