
[image: cover]



[image: Image]

‘I really enjoyed this book. It was intense and I couldn’t wait to see what happened next. Five stars!’

Poldy, age 11

‘Wolf Girl kept me on the edge of my seat the whole time … I never knew what was going to happen next.’

Piper, age 13

‘Wolf Girl is an exciting and adventurous book. I loved how brave Gwen is, and with the help of her pack she is strong enough to survive anything!’

Cate, age 12

‘I loved it because it was full of adventure. The best thing was the ending, which was so exciting. I can’t wait until the next book.’

Olivia, age 9

‘Each page was more exciting than the last!’

Leo, age 12




First published by Allen & Unwin in 2023

Text copyright © Anh Do, 2023

Illustrations by Lachlan Creagh, 2023

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or ten per cent of this book, whichever is the greater, to be photocopied by any educational institution for its educational purposes provided that the educational institution (or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to the Copyright Agency (Australia) under the Act.

Allen & Unwin

Cammeraygal Country

83 Alexander Street

Crows Nest NSW 2065

Australia

Phone: (61 2) 8425 0100

Email: info@allenandunwin.com

Web: www.allenandunwin.com

Allen & Unwin acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the lands on which we live and work. We pay our respects to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Elders, past and present.

[image: Image]

ISBN 978 1 76106 891 1

eISBN 978 1 76118 706 3

Cover design by Jo Hunt and Lachlan Creagh

Text design by Jo Hunt

Set by Jo Hunt



[image: image]



CONTENTS

1 The Storm

2 The Gate

3 High Water

4 A Village in Peril

5 A Night in the Cave

6 Rebuilding

7 Ransacking

8 The Village Champion

9 Back to the River

10 Waterfall Lake

11 The Cliff

12 Furious

13 Moon City

14 Race for a Place




[image: image]

I dug the oars into the rushing river again and again, as fast as I could. Although my arms were aching, I couldn't stop now. The sound of the helicopter in pursuit was growing  louder.

I can smell thunder, yapped Pirate, sniffing the air. A storm is on the way!

‘That’s not a storm,’ I puffed. ‘It’s the sound of a flying machine trying to catch us!’

The pug gave me a funny look. I know a storm when I smell one.

I’m afraid the pug is right, said Nosey.

I was about to argue further when the first drops hit me. The next moment rain was falling all around us, peppering the water and splattering the canoe.

See? yapped Pirate. Told you. Arrr-f.

‘Couldn’t you just be wrong for once?’ I muttered. ‘No one likes a smug pug.’

I turned my gaze upwards and saw dark clouds building above. I searched for Eagle, hoping she was all right up there, but water stung my eyes and I couldn’t spot her.
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We should find shelter, said Sunrise, to hide in until this passes.

‘They’ll see where we go,’ I said miserably, nodding back at the chopper. ‘We can’t stop now.’

About a kilometre ahead of us loomed the border wall between the Northern Kingdom and Riverland. A dark patch down near the base had to be the tunnel through to Tunny, which would see us out of this hostile country and towards home.

Not that home wasn’t hostile too. It seemed like everywhere we went these days was dangerous.

‘We’re aiming for that tunnel,’ I said. ‘We need to make it inside before the chopper catches us.’

Suddenly the rain began to really hammer down and the world lit up with a series of flashes, followed by great cracks of thunder.
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I had never seen a storm whip up so fast and with such ferocity!

I don’t like this, said Brutus, cowering in the bottom of the boat.

I’ll protect you! Tiny climbed on top of the mastiff’s head.
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At least we’re moving with the water, said Sunrise, looking over the side.

The wolf was right – as rain filled the river, the swell of the current was really rocketing us along. The only problem was the submerged rocks – if we ran into them at this speed, the boat would probably splinter to pieces.

I glanced back to see that the chopper was closer than ever. Would the wild weather turn them around? I knew I couldn’t count on it.

‘We need to go faster!’ I shouted desperately, though I had no idea how the dogs could help.
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Sunrise disappeared over the side!

For a moment I panicked, thinking she’d fallen in – but she swam around behind the canoe, where she sank the claws of her forefeet into the stern. Struggling to keep her head above the water, she began to kick as hard as she could.

Keep rowing! she spluttered at me. Row!

With Sunrise giving us a boost – and the canoe a whole lot lighter without her in it – we all but zoomed along. As the river grew choppier, we bumped up and down in the waves, and I hoped the wolf was doing okay back there.

Should I help paddle too? said Tiny.

‘You stay in the boat!’ I shouted.

WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA …

The chopper was descending towards us! The wind from its blades sent water in every direction, churning the raindrops to a misted spray.

ZZZ! ZZZ!

I looked up to see a Hornet in the side door wearing sunglasses flecked with rain, gritting his teeth as he aimed his stinger rifle at us.
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ZZZ! ZZZ!

Stinger bolts hit the water around Sunrise, instantly sizzling out. Thankfully the electricity seemed to disperse quickly, so they didn’t give her a shock.

Ahead, trees hung low over the raging river. I steered the canoe towards them and we managed to get beneath their branches. The helicopter had to pull up sharply to avoid flying into them.

ZZZ!

I heard a final bolt crackle through the wet branches above. The trees would provide cover while we remained under them – but soon enough, both banks of the river would be clear of their protective branches.

‘Back into the boat!’ I shouted at Sunrise.

As the dripping wolf scrambled up, I grabbed handfuls of wet fur to help her aboard. We sprawled together in the bottom of the canoe, making it rock wildly.

Oi me hearties! yapped Pirate happily. Steady as she goes!

What do you mean, steady? said Brutus, digging his claws further into the wood.

We shot out from beneath the trees. There was about a hundred metres between us and the wall. Above, Sunglasses Guy took aim once more, as the helicopter pilot fought wind and rain.
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Eagle appeared, flying in from the side to avoid the chopper blades. Her outstretched claw smacked the barrel of the rifle and Sunglasses Guy cried out in surprise as a bolt went flying wide.

‘Be careful, Eagle!’ I shouted.

The tunnel mouth yawned before us, and the next moment its darkness swallowed us up.
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The river gushed through the narrower space, the water level much higher than I remembered, and the roof a lot closer than I would have liked! To make matters worse, it seemed to be getting closer all the time.
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The chopper hovered behind us at the tunnel entrance, but there was no way they could follow us in. After a few seconds, it disappeared upwards.

As the tunnel rapidly grew darker, I drew the oars in, reluctant to row blind.

Brutus finally sat up and looked around. Where are we now?
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I spotted the distant light of the tunnel exit ahead. As it grew larger, there was something about it that didn’t look quite right. As our canoe sped towards it, I realised what it was.

A gate of iron bars was lowered over the exit!
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Whirlwinds of whiteness swirled around us as the rushing river carried us on towards the gate. I thought about turning back, but doubted we could fight the current. The water level was rising faster than I could have imagined possible – the rain was causing the tunnel to completely fill up!

I dug the oars in to try and slow us, but it made little difference.

‘Everyone, hold on!’ I called.

We hit the iron bars with a huge

[image: Image]

The impact sent cracks through the bow, and water started seeping into the canoe. Meanwhile, the current turned it sideways and wedged us up against the gate.

‘Did you hear that, sir?’ came a voice from somewhere outside. ‘Sounded like something in the tunnel.’

I squinted through the iron bars, out into the downpour. There were other boats on the river beyond, torches flashing around in the growing darkness under blackening clouds. Braxans were coming, possibly alerted by the Hornets, since the two sides seemed to be working together along the border.

[image: Image]

‘This is insane!’ someone shouted. ‘I can’t see two metres in front of my face!’

‘My boat is taking on too much water!’

‘Back to Tunny!’ shouted someone else. ‘I’m not going to risk drowning just to find some dirty little girl!’

Dirty little girl? If whoever said that had looked through the bars, he’d have seen me baring my teeth.

The canoe ground against the gate as we were buoyed upwards by the rising water. I looked up and down, left and right, but could see no lock, lever or mechanism to raise the gate. In desperation, I thought about calling out to the Braxans for help – better to be alive in chains than lost forever to the river’s depths.

I’ll scout, yapped Pirate.
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The pug’s big tongue hung out as he grinned happily, seeming somehow to be enjoying this situation.

‘Where do you think you’re going to scout?’ I asked.

Down, he said – and without waiting for any answer, he leapt from the canoe into the swell.

No! barked Brutus. Don’t do it, little buddy!

But it was too late – Pirate was nowhere to be seen.

The roof was getting closer with every passing second. I felt myself starting to panic. I had to keep it together, if we were to survive this!

Where is he? Nosey said worriedly. He’s been down there too long.

We watched the chaotic surface of the water, but no funny face appeared.

Shall I dive for him? asked Sunrise.

‘Give him another moment,’ I said, not knowing if it was the right call, but not wanting to lose Sunrise as well. If we didn’t do something, though, we would all be lost.

Here! came Pirate’s splutter.

We glanced around frantically, but couldn’t see him!

Here! Over here!

We continued to look about in confusion.

There! yapped Tiny, pointing through the bars.
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Pirate was on the other side of the gate! He clung to the bars as the river sloshed around him, staring in at us excitedly.

You can go under! he yipped. There’s a gap down below!

The gate must not reach all the way to the bottom of the tunnel! If we could make it down there, we could get out too – but the water was constantly growing deeper.

‘Everyone understand?’ I said. ‘We need to dive straight down! We have to find the way under the gate!’

I didn’t think Tiny was a strong enough swimmer, so I bundled him into a backpack without waiting to hear his protests.

I don’t know about you guys, said Brutus, as he stared into the unknowable depths, but I am getting sick of this river!

He surprised me by being the first to plunge in, his midnight black shape disappearing the moment it sank beneath the surface.
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The boat scraped along the ceiling of the tunnel! We were almost out of air. It was now or never.
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‘In, everyone! In!’ I cried.

Nosey, Sunrise and I all jumped over the side. With the current so strong, I found myself instantly pushed up against the gate. I twisted and grabbed the bars in order to pull myself downwards.

It was dark and confusing, with powerful forces flinging us about. I could barely see the others, just dark silhouettes in the churning water. Battered and bruised against the bars, I forced myself to continue, hand over hand …

I reached for my next grip, and my hand passed through empty water – it was the gap! I swam under the gate, spun about to see Nosey following – and then, as my eyes managed to make sense of the blotchy shapes around me, I realised something.
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The gap was too small for Sunrise!

The wolf moved back and forth across the gap, searching for a place to fit through – but everywhere she tried was too narrow!

Above, I heard the sound of the canoe finally breaking to bits, as it was crushed against the tunnel roof.

There was no way back!

I waved to get Nosey’s attention, then pointed at the gate. Together we positioned ourselves beneath it, planting our feet on the ground below. We pushed upwards, trying to lift it – it quaked, but did not rise at all!

Sunrise’s eyes grew wild as she tried to dig under, her claws finding nothing but hard rock.

Scrape, scrape, scrape.

The sound of her desperate raking echoed horribly through the water.
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Bubbles spewed from my mouth as I strained my muscles, losing precious reserves of breath.

It’s no good, I thought in despair. We can’t raise this thing!

A shadow appeared alongside us – Brutus had returned to help!

All right, I thought. Everyone heave!

As we pushed together, the last gasp of air left my lungs. My chest burned and I felt faint, in danger of gulping down water …

The gate juddered upwards – just a short way, but enough for Sunrise to wriggle through!
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Then all of us were kicking our way upwards. Just when I thought I was about to pass out, we broke through the surface, gasping and coughing.

My vision swimming, I looked around to make sure everyone had made it. Wet doggy faces appeared all around me – all five of them.

Feels good to have a swim, yes? yapped Pirate.

You’re mad, you know that? replied Brutus.

We were in danger of being swept away from each other. A bit of smashed canoe floated past, and I grabbed hold of it.

‘Stay together!’ I called. ‘Swim to me!

Grab on!’

One by one the dogs paddled over and sank their claws into the piece of wood. Together we were carried along while the heavy rain continued the assault from above.
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Far away along the bank, through misted greyness, I could see the dim lights of Tunny. A couple of shouts sounded from a small dock, but I didn’t know if that was because we had been spotted, or if the Braxans were just trying to get safely out of the water.

As we were swept ever further away, the river curved to follow the border wall.

‘Keep hold, doggies,’ I said, trying to sound encouraging, though it came out more like a gasp. ‘Just keep hold—’

WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA …
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We clung for dear life to the ruins of the canoe as the chopper's searchlight swept back and forth across the water.

The blazing light settled upon us, seeming to magnify through the pouring rain, and I risked being blinded to send them a snarl. Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be able to hover steadily in the gusting wind, and Sunglasses Guy couldn’t get a clear shot.

On the right-hand bank, the manmade part of the border wall joined up with natural cliffs, the brickwork blending into rocky outcrops and trees growing on a steep slope. It would have been a beautiful part of the world if not for the terrifying weather and Hornets in pursuit.
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I don’t know how many kilometres we struggled along for, helpless to do anything more than keep ourselves above the surface. Every time I tried to organise us all to steer ourselves towards either shore, a current in the water or blast of wind would spin us around, and we’d wind up back in the middle of the river.

We floated around a bend, the helicopter still on our tail. Through a momentary gap in the rain, I thought I saw the pilot arguing with Sunglasses Guy.

At least they’re not happy either, I thought.

Up ahead I saw a flash of colour on the cliff side of the river – blues and yellows that were not from nature. Wiping water from my eyes, I squinted and tried to make out what lay before us.

It was some kind of tiny village. There were houses on stilts built out into the water, with crisscrossing walkways between them. Boats along the bank were straining against their ropes, and at least one had broken free and was floating off downriver.
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Alarmed voices reached us across the water. People were running about on the walkways as the river roiled beneath them, its level seemingly higher than the village was prepared for.

‘I’ve never seen anything like it!’ I heard someone shout.

Waves broke against pylons and stilts, making structures shake, and drenching the walkways. Somewhere above the heart of the village flew a large striped flag – the blue and yellow thing that had caught my eye – flapping wildly.

Water poured down the cliff, adding to the chaos beneath. Suddenly a whole mass of mud and rock came loose, and slammed down onto a walkway! Villagers jumped out of the way, some of them tumbling into the river.
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They were quickly swept under the village itself, grasping pylons to stop themselves being carried away.

I glanced back at the pursuing Hornets. If they had any human decency, they would try to help. Instead, as lightning flashed behind them, I saw that their illuminated faces were full of fear. The next moment the chopper turned, finally fleeing the wild weather.

‘Cowards!’ I screamed after them.

They rose into the swirling sky and disappeared from view.

‘Come on, doggies,’ I said, kicking as hard as I could towards the village. ‘We have to help!’

Working together with new determination, we steered ourselves towards the village. As we got nearer …
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The stilts of the nearest house broke, and the whole structure teetered and crashed into the next house along.
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People on nearby walkways were shaken by the impact, and several more toppled into the water. I saw an old couple fall in, trying helplessly to reach each other as they resurfaced.

‘George!’ called the old woman.

‘Annie!’ George cried, straining towards her.
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There was a bright flash and a shower of sparks as a tree at the top of the cliff was hit by lightning. With sickening dread, I watched the earth beneath it crumbling, and the tree start to tilt.

The next moment it fell to the ground in a shower of leaves, like a monstrous dandelion – and kept hurtling towards the village directly below!

To make matters worse, the tree seemed to be heading for the platform where the flag stood – some kind of village square, where many people had gathered.

‘Watch out!’ I bellowed, pointing.

People stared up in horror as the tree descended.
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‘Move!’ shouted someone.

Villagers scattered as the tree hit the platform with a CRASH, caving it in and flinging even more people into the water. I watched with horror as a baby boy went sailing through the air.
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Thank goodness Eagle was there this time! As the baby fell towards the water, she hooked a claw into his nappy and arced upwards.
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As she passed over the terrified mother, Eagle dropped the baby into the woman’s outstretched arms. The mother sent her a look of amazed gratitude as the bird rose again into the churning air.

Meanwhile, the dogs and I had almost reached the elderly couple, who were clinging desperately to pylons.

‘We need to help them get onto land!’ I yelled to the dogs. ‘Or whatever passes for land around here!’

Just then, a fit-looking teenage boy appeared from under the walkways, swimming powerfully through the water. He wore a sash across his chest that had the same colours as the flag, with a hook insignia.

He reached the woman. ‘Grab onto my back, Annie!’ he called. ‘I’ll come back for you, George!’
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Suddenly a wave came out of nowhere and slapped him hard from behind.
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The boy was slammed headfirst against the pylon, the sound making me wince. When the water cleared a moment later, Annie was still hugging the pylon, but the boy was nowhere to be seen.

‘He went under!’ shouted Annie. ‘Please help him!’
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I knew the boy was in trouble. That had been a hard knock.

‘Help the others!’ I told the dogs, then pushed off the debris to dive below the surface.

Sticks and leaves brushed my face, and I could see almost nothing in the churning water. I headed towards the pylon, as best as I could judge it. A sudden pale flash spooked me, but it was just Annie kicking her legs. I angled down more sharply, my hands reaching for the pylon so I could find my way.

How deep was the river here?
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My own bubbles broke against my eyes, and I blinked them away. Once they cleared, I caught sight of something further down – blue and yellow! It must be the sash.

I found the boy slumped unconscious at the bottom of the pylon. I hooked my arms under his and pushed off the riverbed, slowly kicking towards the surface while his weight dragged upon me.

We burst into the air, and I gasped for breath. It was a struggle to keep us both afloat with his head above the water. I was not far from the pylon, but the current was threatening to sweep us away. Sunrise had paddled up beside Annie, who was now screaming in terror.

‘She won’t hurt you!’ I shouted, trying to be heard above the … well, the everything. ‘She just wants to help.’
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I kicked and kicked, but it felt like I was getting nowhere.

‘Jarrod!’ someone shouted, and I saw a tubby man staring down at us from a walkway, his face drained of colour. ‘Jarrod, can you hear me?’
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The boy gave a groan, which was good – at least he was still breathing!

‘Come on, Jarrod,’ I muttered, then had to spit water from my mouth. ‘Wake up or you’ll drown us both!’

The man got down on his knees and reached out for us, but we were still too far away. Suddenly I felt a sharp pain in my scalp as something took hold of my hair and tugged, and a splashing erupted on both sides of my head.

We’ve got you! yapped Tiny, through the strands of my hair he gripped in his mouth, as he swam with all his might.

To land! added Pirate, who had hold of my hair on the other side.
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Despite the discomfort of the two little dogs yanking my tangled locks, I was thankful they were there. With all of us kicking together, I managed to swim towards the man on the walkway. When we got close enough, his hands clamped down on Jarrod, and a great weight was lifted from me.

‘Thank you, young lady!’ said the man. Then he called out to someone else, ‘I need help here!’

The current carried me under the village, into a world where the water flowed under walkways and gushed around the village’s supports. It was a churning, choppy mess, but at least here and there grey light made its way through gaps above.

I saw that Annie now had a firm grip on Sunrise, who was swimming towards the collapsed village square. The tree was partially submerged, but between its trunk and the smashed planks of wood, it looked possible to climb up there.
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Come with me! Nosey barked to George, the old man, still clutching his pylon. Luckily, having already seen Sunrise in action, George was more trusting of the labrador, and flung his arms around Nosey.

Nearby, a blonde woman was swept towards a bunch of broken wood that looked dangerously sharp. As she passed into the light beside a walkway, a dark head snapped down from above and caught hold of her sleeve.
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Brutus had grabbed her, and now strained to keep hold as she shrieked in confused surprise.

‘Climb up him!’ I shouted. ‘He’s helping you!’

Tiny and Pirate were now struggling beside me. Pirate, the more powerful swimmer, had Tiny by the scruff of his neck, but the smaller dog was starting to lose his nerve. He began thrashing in the water.

This cannot be the end of me! yapped Tiny. I am destined to perish in glorious battle!

Don’t rock the boat, growled Pirate, through clenched teeth. Which in this case is me!

I lurched over and seized them, then reached up to grab the walkway where the blonde woman was clambering up with Brutus’s help. Once the space was clear, I hoisted the little dogs after her.
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Finally I hauled myself up, back into what passed for daylight. I found myself sitting (in the rain once more!) on sodden planks next to the gasping women, Brutus and the two little dogs.

‘So this,’ I panted, to no one in particular, ‘has been fun.’

‘Thank you,’ said the bedraggled woman, scratching Brutus behind the ears. ‘You’re a strange saviour, but I’ll take you.’

My pleasure, ma’am! said Brutus, managing to glow with the praise despite being a black mastiff who was completely soaked.

I saw Sunrise and Nosey helping George and Annie up into the village square, working their way around the branches of the crashed tree, and felt proud of them.

Tiny’s ears suddenly swivelled around, and his head snapped to follow them. Come on! he said. We have to save them!

He took off running, and Pirate sped after him. What had they sensed?

They headed towards two little kids who were dashing along a walkway under the cliff, and for a moment I still couldn’t understand what had spooked them. Then I heard a rumble above – another mudslide was coming down!

If the kids kept heading in the same direction, they would be crushed!

Stop! Stop! barked Tiny and Pirate, leaping in front of them. Stop right there!

The kids couldn’t understand the dogs, but were surprised enough that they ground to a halt. A second later, the mud crashed down all over the walkway, where the kids would have been.
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Somebody took my arm, and I looked up to see who it was.

‘Young lady,’ said the tubby man, as he helped me to my feet, ‘you are a hero to my people! I’m Mayor Carson. Please, come with me. Your dogs too.’ He called out to everyone nearby. ‘All of you, to the secret cave!’

The Mayor made off over creaking walkways and we followed, the other dogs joining us as we went. Tiny and Pirate arrived by my side with the two little kids, wagging their tails and jumping about them.

‘Well done, you two,’ I said to the dogs, then turned to the boys. ‘And what are your names?’

‘I’m Callum, and this is Damien,’ said the slightly larger of the two, then he returned to patting Tiny.

Together, we made it to the cliff face, where thick dangling vines had been tied back to reveal a cave mouth. A warm glow from within shone through the curtain of water falling across it.
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Inside was a surprisingly cavernous space. Villagers clustered in the light of oil lanterns, and there was a pungent funk in the air. I saw the boy called Jarrod lying on his side, coughing up river water, while someone rubbed his back. I was glad it looked like he’d be okay.
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Some of the villagers gave us frightened looks. They had no idea about these strange dogs who were suddenly wandering into their sanctum.

‘Don’t mind them!’ said the blonde woman. ‘These dogs are friendly. In fact, this very good boy just saved me.’

She scratched Brutus again, and he looked as if he would swell out of his skin with pride.

‘And without this fine lady,’ said Annie, stroking Sunrise’s back, ‘I’d be a river stone for sure. She’s not as fearsome as she looks.’

‘Not to mention this guy!’ said George, patting Nosey. ‘He helped me make it out of the river.’

It seemed that the storm had made us all fast friends – and with the assurances of their fellow villagers, those who’d been scared quickly calmed down.

‘You have my eternal thanks for helping us,’ said Mayor Carson. ‘Welcome to the town of Hookville.’
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‘Have you ever seen a storm like this before?’ I asked.

Mayor Carson glanced at the cave entrance, as lightning flashed through the curtain of water.

‘Not like this,’ he said soberly. ‘Haven’t heard of such a thing since my grandfather’s day. This weather is … well, I’m not sure how else to put it – it’s freakish.’

I heard laughter, and glanced over to see Pirate and Tiny leaping about as Callum and Damien gave them pats and scratches.

[image: Image]

‘You’re a strange group,’ said the Mayor. ‘Who would have thought the river would gift us with a young girl and a pack of dogs in our time of need? But that helicopter chasing you – were those Hornets?’

I felt my walls go up. I didn’t know much about the Mayor or his people – like where their loyalties lay, for example. Still, there was no denying the black and yellow stripes emblazoned on the chopper which had pursued us.

‘They were,’ I said.

‘Odd to see them in these parts,’ said the Mayor. ‘Most of the choppers we see around here are Braxan. Still, this close to the border it’s not unheard of for Hornets to pass by.’

‘And are you …’ I tried to choose my words carefully. ‘… on good terms with the Braxans?’

I remembered being surprised in Tunny when I’d realised the local townsfolk were actually all Braxans, while the original Riverlans inhabitants had been sent off elsewhere. I hoped it wasn’t going to be the same story here!

The Mayor screwed up his face in distaste.

‘In a sense,’ he said. ‘Hookville provides fish which the Braxans rely on to keep their people fed. I don’t like having to deal with them, but it keeps them from causing trouble for us. We give them supplies, they leave us alone.’ He seemed to have a sudden thought. ‘You’re not a Braxan, are you?’

‘Me? No!’

I was so horrified by the idea it made the Mayor chortle.
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‘I’m a proud Riverlan!’ I added.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Well, you’re welcome to stay until the storm passes.’ He turned to address the villagers. ‘Everyone, we may have suffered an ill fortune, but at least we have plenty of food to see us through the night! Let us prepare for dinner, as we shall need our strength to repair our homes once the storm passes.’
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It turned out that the cave was where the village kept its food stockpiles – fish drying on racks, fruit and berries gathered from the cliff, and boxes of spices received in trade. Some of the villagers began laying food out on a bench at the back of the cave. Soon it was so plentiful that it looked like a feast!

Meanwhile, more lanterns were lit and the strange smell strengthened.

What is that? said Nosey, pawing at his nose.

It’s not that it’s bad, said Sunrise. Just that it’s strong.

Arrr-f, said Pirate, winking his eye with the patch over it. Have you never smelled fish oil lanterns, me hearties?

Soon the cave was positively cheery, all the walls lit up with an orange glow. Jarrod appeared by my side, and gave me a somewhat embarrassed smile.

‘I hear I have to thank you.’ He rubbed at a bruise on his head. ‘Wave came out of nowhere, hey?’

‘Whole storm came out of nowhere,’ I agreed.
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‘True. Anyway, I’m in your debt. Without you, I’d be sunk like a rock.’

I noticed he was still wearing the colourful sash.

‘What’s that thing?’ I asked, pointing at it.

Jarrod seemed not to hear, but instead glanced over at the food bench. ‘I think they’re done setting up. Are you and your dogs hungry?’

Did he just ask a stupid question? yapped Tiny.
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‘He made a generous offer,’ I corrected the little dog. ‘Sorry about him,’ I said to Jarrod, who wore a bemused expression – he’d no idea what Tiny had said, of course. ‘Anyway,’ I added quickly, ‘I’m sure we would all love a bite to eat!’

Ten minutes later, everyone was sitting around in a circle eating happily – including the dogs, who continued to make the children giggle. It surprised me to learn Callum and Damien had never actually seen a dog before!

‘I’ve travelled a bit,’ said Jarrod, ‘but some of the younger kids have never even left this village.’

Jarrod pointed out different things for me to try – his favourite types of fish, and how to use the spices to best bring out their flavour.

Once our bellies were full, the Mayor cleared his throat. ‘While we’re all holed up together,’ he said, ‘we may as well discuss some village business. As you know, the Championship Games will be held at Moon City in a few days’ time.
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I am told this year’s events will include jousting, log-throwing, and other tests of each champion’s strength and abilities.’

All around the circle, everyone’s eyes lit up with excitement. I sat up straighter – I had never heard of these ‘Championship Games’ before.

‘My son Jarrod has completed the Hookville trials and been named our champion,’ said the Mayor. ‘He will therefore wear our sash in the Moon City stadium and represent us.’

I was surprised to learn that Jarrod was Mayor Carson’s son! No wonder the man had been so worried when his boy had disappeared into the river.

Around the circle, people shot Jarrod admiring looks and encouraging nods. I thought he seemed a bit uncomfortable for a moment, but then he forced a smile.

‘However,’ said the Mayor, ‘I’m afraid not as many of us will be able to accompany Jarrod as we had originally planned.’

There was an exclamation of disappointment from the group.

‘I’m sorry,’ continued the Mayor. ‘We simply have too much work to do here, and not as many water-worthy boats as we did this time yesterday. If we’re to make our fishing quotas and keep the Braxans happy, we’ll need everyone pitching in.’

I turned to Jarrod. ‘What are these Championship Games?’ I asked.

‘The Braxans started them a few years back,’ he said. ‘Every region has its own competition, so there are multiple events all over the country. A high-up Braxan officer oversees each one. Out here it’s the Commander of the Northern Border.’

‘But why?’
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Jarrod shrugged. ‘Beats me. Maybe to keep us locals happy?’

I frowned. Nothing I had ever seen from the Braxans seemed calculated to make others happy.

‘So there are more places like Hookville out here?’ I said. ‘With Riverlans still living free?’

‘I wouldn’t say free. Everyone is under Braxan control.’

‘Back where I come from the people were enslaved and carted away.’

‘They still take people sometimes, but I guess they can’t enslave everyone… where would they put them?’ Jarrod smiled grimly. ‘Anyway, I guess they coax out those of us who remain with the promise of a great prize.’

‘Prize?’ I said. ‘What is it?’

‘The winner gets one wish fulfilled.’

‘A wish?’

‘Yes, they can wish for anything they like. A sack of money, better treatment for their village, the release of prisoners …’

At his mention of prisoners being released, my mind went a little fuzzy. As he kept talking, I fell to thinking. Was there any way this could help me get my mum and dad back?

‘Anyway,’ continued Jarrod, ‘since I won the Hookville trials, the honour of competing for my village falls to me.’

He didn’t look as if he considered it an honour.

‘That’s why you wear the sash?’ I asked.

‘Yes. It marks me as village champion. Each village can enter only one competitor, who must wear their special village sash for the whole competition.’
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‘But you don’t want to compete in the games?’ I asked.

He looked surprised. ‘Why do you say that?’

‘It’s written all over you. I’ve got to tell you, Jarrod, if you’re trying to hide your lack of enthusiasm, you aren’t doing a very good job.’

He frowned, then took up a resolute tone. ‘I do not feel we Riverlans should have to compete against each other for Braxan favour. Still, I will do what I can to improve the lives of my people.’

‘Hey, everyone!’ shouted someone over by the entrance. ‘The rain is finally stopping.’

It was true. The curtain of water was draining away, and we could no longer hear thunder booming in the background.

‘We’ll rest in here tonight,’ said the Mayor, ‘and then start the hard task of rebuilding tomorrow.’
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The next morning we all ventured out of the cave to take a look at the damage.

A couple of houses were leaning lopsidedly, having lost one or more of their supporting stilts. Boats were still tied to various pylons, but some were now upside down or full of water. Others had ripped free of their moorings entirely and were nowhere to be seen.

‘At least most of the mud has been washed away,’ muttered Jarrod grimly.

The worst damage of all was where the tree had smashed through the village square. In the sunlight, it now looked quite surreal.

‘Haul out our supplies of wood and tools!’ ordered the Mayor. As several villagers disappeared back into the cave, he turned to me. ‘I would offer to have you and your pack ferried somewhere, but as you can see we have our hands full.’

I glanced nervously at the clear, sunny sky. ‘That’s okay.’

Would the chopper return? Maybe Sunglasses Guy and his team would assume we had been washed even further down the river?

‘Can the doggies play?’ asked Damien.

‘Ah …’ I glanced around at the pack. ‘Sure. I guess keeping the kids entertained while the adults work is helpful, right, guys?’

Sure! Sure! said Tiny. Let’s do it!

It’s always important to keep morale high, said Pirate. Otherwise you risk a mutiny!

I do not ‘play’, said Sunrise haughtily, sticking her nose in the air.

As Tiny and Pirate ran off with the kids, the bigger dogs glanced around uncertainly.

What can we do? said Nosey.
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The villagers were now piling planks of wood up outside the cave. ‘You could help take that stuff where it needs to go?’ I suggested.

[image: Image]

I showed the villagers how Nosey and Brutus could stand side by side and balance a load of wood across their backs, then be directed where to take it.

Sunrise was too tall to partner with another dog, but by herself she could easily pull a tray with planks loaded on top of it.

Once the bigger dogs were happily helping, I wondered what I could do myself. I noticed that Jarrod was climbing up a house with a bag slung over his shoulder, some small bits of wood and a hammer sticking out of it. It looked like a falling rock had put a hole in the roof, and he was heading up to fix it.

He was grunting and struggling, and looked as though he could use some aid. I climbed up the other side of the house and walked over the roof to hold my hand down to him.

When he saw me, Jarrod grimaced – but he took my hand and I hoisted him up.

‘How did you get up here so quickly?’ he asked, unslinging the bag.
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I felt I should ease his pride. ‘Well, I wasn’t carrying a load of wood with me, for a start,’ I said.

‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘True.’

‘But if you want a climbing tip …?’

He seemed conflicted for a moment, then gave a short nod.

‘I noticed you’re trying to pull yourself up, using your upper body strength,’ I said. ‘You’ll do better if you use your hands to keep yourself steady while your feet find the right spots. Sometimes with climbing, a step up is easier than a pull up.’

He considered this, and gave another little nod. ‘Makes sense. I’ll keep that in mind.’

Suddenly, my ears pricked.

WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA-WHUMPA …

I froze at the sound. I had feared I would hear it, but hoped beyond hope it would not come – or that, at least, I would have more time before it did.

Turning to look up the river, I saw twin glints of silver heading towards us. This time, there were two choppers!
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‘Gwen!’ shouted Mayor Carson, waving from below. ‘We can hide you!’

I paused, uncertain. If I let them stow me away somewhere, I potentially placed the whole village in danger.

A hand settled on my arm and I found Jarrod staring at me intently. ‘You must allow us to try,’ he said. ‘We owe you and your pack. Besides, what else can you do? Swim away into the river? They will catch you out there in no time. So put your climbing skills to use once more, and get down off this roof.’

‘Gwen!’ called the Mayor urgently. ‘Hurry!’

I quickly went down the side of the house, and the dogs ran to pool around me.

The enemy two-legs are coming! said Sunrise.

Let us meet them head on! yapped Tiny.
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‘I don’t think we can take them this time,’ I told the brave chihuahua.

‘Back into the cave!’ said the Mayor. ‘We’ll tell them you swept past us last night, and we’ve no idea where the river took you!’

I hoped against hope that would be enough to send the Hornets on their way.

As we entered the cave, the Mayor directed two villagers to untie the vines over the entrance.

‘We don’t like the Braxans to know how much food we have stockpiled,’ said the Mayor. ‘This trick has always worked before.’

The villagers moved back, and a whole mess of vines fell down to cover the cave mouth.
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‘Now it looks like just another part of the cliff,’ the Mayor whispered through the tangles. ‘So just stay still and quiet in there, and let me deal with these invaders.’

Standing at the cave’s threshold, we could see out well enough through little gaps in the vines.

‘Everyone back to work!’ called the Mayor, hurrying away. ‘Not a word about our visitors! I’ll do the talking!’
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Everyone went back to cutting wood and whacking hammers. The two choppers appeared and circled around, kicking up a spray of water. They came in to land on what remained of the square, setting down on either side of the tree. One chopper carried the same Hornets as yesterday, while the other bore the mark of the Braxans.
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‘Working together,’ I scowled.

Mayor Carson hurried towards the choppers as the doors slid open. Soldiers spilled out, the Hornets led by Sunglasses Guy and the Braxans by a bald officer.

‘Hello, good sirs!’ said the Mayor. ‘Welcome, but I’m afraid we’re going to be a little late with our next delivery! As you can see, last night’s storm has taken its toll—’

‘Mayor Carson!’ snapped Officer Baldie. ‘Our friends here, from the Northern Kingdom, tell us you’re harbouring some fugitives.’

The Mayor did a good job of seeming surprised. ‘Pardon me?’

‘Don’t play dumb,’ snapped Sunglasses, prodding the Mayor menacingly in the chest. ‘I saw them myself last night, in the river heading towards your village.’

‘Oh!’ said the Mayor. ‘You mean the little girl and her odd collection of dogs?’

‘Yes!’ snapped Sunglasses.

‘She’s a wanted criminal on both sides of the border!’ added Officer Baldie, evidently keen not to be left out of the intimidation.

‘I’m afraid the river was flowing so strongly that they never made it to shore,’ said the Mayor. ‘They swept right by and onwards, poor things. We tried to throw them a rope but – well, you saw how wild the weather was! We just couldn’t get it to them in time.’

Sunglasses Guy and Officer Baldie gave the Mayor a hard look. In the dark of the cave, I tugged at my hair. Would they buy the story?

‘Search the village!’ shouted Sunglasses.

‘Make sure they aren’t hiding anywhere! And if I find out you’re lying to us …’ He stared the Mayor dead in the eye. ‘…we’re going to finish what the storm started.’
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As the dogs and I looked on through gaps in the vines, the Braxans and Hornets spread throughout the village. Everywhere they went, they interfered with the people’s efforts to rebuild. Weapons were waved in faces, doors were wrenched open, and homes were invaded.

‘Tap on the floorboards and lift up any rugs,’ shouted Officer Baldie. ‘You never know – there might be a hidden compartment underneath.’

‘There’s nothing but river underneath,’ protested the Mayor.

‘We’ll be the judge of that,’ said Officer Baldie. ‘I’ve had a feeling you’ve been holding out on us with your supply deliveries, Carson. I wouldn’t be surprised if this backwards village is riddled with secret stockpiles!’
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I bared my teeth as soldiers pushed over a barrel of fresh fish, scattering silver bodies across a walkway and into the river. What a needless waste!

I fumed as George and Annie were marched out of their home while soldiers ransacked the place. When the little kids got rounded up and shoved roughly out of the way, Tiny and Pirate started growling.

We should bite them to bits! said Tiny. And send them squealing!

Make them walk a plank into the river! added Pirate.

‘There’s too many,’ I said grimly.

But …

There is a time for biting, said Sunrise, backing me up, and a time for stalking in the shadows.

Hiding, you mean, said Brutus. Sunrise cast him a glare.

Hey, said Brutus, I didn’t say I was against it.
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Guilt twisted in my tummy, but what could we do? There were so many soldiers, and they had the weapons to easily outmatch us in an open battle. If we tried some kind of heroics and failed, Sunglasses Guy had threatened that the villagers would suffer even more. I couldn’t put them through that.

‘I’m sorry, doggies,’ I whispered. ‘If we try to help, we’ll just make things worse.’

‘Has anyone checked over here?’ called a nearby voice, startling me.

A moment later, two Braxan soldiers appeared outside the cave, casting their eyes here and there.

‘Back,’ I whispered, and we all retreated from the vines, lest the shine in our eyes give us away.

‘Why do we even care about this one little girl?’ said the man.
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‘She’s caused chaos on both sides of the border,’ said the woman. ‘Bad look for the higher-ups if they can’t even control a girl and some dogs.’

I concentrated hard on holding my breath.

‘Look at this,’ said the man. ‘I think there might be something back there.’

The end of his rifle poked through the vines, waving about in the air!

I needed them to think there was nothing back here but cliff. Frantically, I grabbed a rock and held it up in the way of the probing rifle.

Tink! Tink! Tink! went the rifle as it hit the rock, which I did my best to hold steady.

‘Hear that?’ said the woman. ‘There’s nothing back there but cliff face. Look at those vines, they’ve been growing there for ages.’

‘Everyone back to the square!’ came Officer Baldie’s shout. ‘Soldiers and villagers both!’
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I let out a sigh of relief as the two soldiers moved away – but what was going to happen next?

We went back to the vines to peer out. The soldiers were rounding up the entire village in the square.

‘We have allowed you to enjoy your way of life here,’ shouted Officer Baldie. ‘You have kept your homes despite our overtaking of Riverland. That does not mean we will tolerate defiance!’ He turned to his soldiers. ‘Load the adults into the chopper! We’ll see how they enjoy working for the Braxan cause.’

I instantly tensed. This was a terrible turn of events! Should I give us up? But then what about what Sunglasses Guy had threatened? Would exposing ourselves drive him into a vengeful temper?

‘Wait!’ shouted the Mayor. ‘Surely there is something we can work out here? We could increase the amount of fish we deliver—’

‘It’s too late for that!’ snapped Baldie.

The Mayor was seized roughly by the soldiers, as were all the other able-bodied adults. Together, they were dragged towards the Braxan chopper.
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‘What about the kids?’ asked a soldier.

‘Not enough room,’ said Baldie, then he laughed meanly. ‘We’ll come back for them in a couple of years. If they can survive that long, perhaps they will prove useful too! Leave those oldies as well – they don’t look fit to swing a pickaxe.’

I couldn’t remember ever feeling more torn over the right thing to do. The villagers had all stood firm when any one of them could have given me up! I couldn’t just hide in the dark while they were punished for keeping me safe, could I?

I sent a questioning look to the dogs, and saw the resolve in their eyes. Maybe it wouldn’t go well for us, but we had to take our chances.

‘Ready?’ I said.

Ready! Ready! Ready! answered my brave pack.

‘And if I discover,’ shouted Officer Baldie, ‘any proof at all that you’ve been lying to us, well – I’ll set you all to work in the deepest, darkest mine I can find!’

His words froze me. If I threw myself into a fight we had no hope of winning, just so I could live with my conscience, I might condemn these poor folk to an even more awful outcome.

I had to accept the guilt, it seemed.

‘Hold,’ I whispered to the dogs, hating myself for saying it.

What? said Tiny. But we must attack!
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‘We must hold,’ I said, my voice cracking. ‘Maybe we can still help these people, if we live to fight another day.’

‘Leave them alone!’ came an angry shout from outside. I spun back to the vines to see Jarrod charging towards the whole squad of armed Braxans. ‘You have no right to take them!’

‘Jarrod, stay back!’ cried the Mayor.
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The Braxans laughed as they circled Jarrod, easily cutting him off and restraining him.

‘Maybe this kid wants to come too?’ said one.

‘Certainly thinks he’s pretty strong,’ said another.

Officer Baldie grabbed Jarrod by the sash and hauled him up so they were nose-to-nose. ‘You’re lucky the chopper can’t take any more weight, boy,’ he said. ‘Guess you won’t be going to any Championship Games, either, so you won’t be needing this.’

He ripped off Jarrod’s sash and shoved him away.

The chopper blades began to whir as both Braxans and Hornets climbed aboard. Within seconds both choppers were taking off, leaving behind only the kids, plus George and Annie.

Jarrod screamed his rage at the rising choppers, but there was nothing he could do.

The Hornets took off directly upwards, towards the top of the cliff, where they disappeared. The Braxans swung about and flew off along the river. As they did so, Baldie leaned from the helicopter and looked back at us with a smirk, trailing Jarrod’s sash from his fingers.
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I finally emerged from the cave, feeling all kinds of terrible.

As the Braxan helicopter grew smaller in the distance, a tiny flash of colour caught my eye. I squinted – it was Jarrod’s sash, curling and being carried by the wind towards the rushing river below.
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Jarrod stood staring in the direction the Braxans had flown, as if disbelief had frozen him.

‘I’m so sorry, Jarrod,’ I said.

He glanced at me. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘How do you figure?’ I said grimly.

‘This was always going to happen,’ he said mournfully. ‘We’ve had reports from the other villages around here. The Braxans have been hitting them one by one. I doubt it would have changed anything to give you up.’

I was surprised by how reassuring I found his words, under the circumstances.

‘I know what you’re going through,’ I said. ‘My own parents were taken by the Braxans, years ago now.’

‘Yeah? That sucks.’

‘You can win them back!’ cried Callum.

We glanced around to find what remained of the village gathered around us.

The kids were wide-eyed in shock at what had happened, many of them in tears. George and Annie seemed sad and defeated, their shoulders slumped. The dogs had picked up on the mood, and were nuzzling the kids, trying to give them comfort.
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‘What are you talking about, Callum?’ said Jarrod.

‘You can win the Championship Games,’ said Callum, ‘and ask for our parents to be let go!’

The idea rippled through the other kids, putting hope back on their faces.

‘Yes!’ cried Damien. ‘You can do it, Jarrod! Tell them to give back my ma and pa!’

Jarrod grimaced. ‘That guy dropped my sash way out there somewhere, and it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack to find it,’ he said, shrugging. ‘And without the village sash, I can’t compete.’

‘Really?’ I said, disbelieving.

‘Yep,’ he replied. ‘That thing is like our official ID. It’s given to villages which the Braxans allow to continue.’ He sighed. ‘Besides, even if we had it, I’m no guarantee to win. The best champions in the region will be competing.’

‘And you’re one of them,’ said Callum stubbornly.

Jarrod gave him a sad smile. ‘Thanks, Callum, but this is a small village.’
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‘What’s that got to do with it?’ demanded Callum.

Jarrod’s shoulders seemed to grow heavier by the moment. ‘It means I didn’t have that much competition.’ He nodded towards me. ‘Personally, I think we’d be better off with Gwen representing us.’

Many pairs of eyes turned my way, making me feel put on the spot.

‘It’s your right, Jarrod,’ I said. ‘You were selected, and no one can take that away from you.’

‘Seems like somebody could,’ said Jarrod, staring in the direction the helicopter had gone. ‘Without the sash, there’s no point even discussing it. Excuse me.’

He stalked away, leaving everyone glancing about uncertainly.

George cleared his throat. ‘Right, kids,’ he said. ‘There’s things we need to do if we’re to get back on our feet. For a start, we’re low on food. That barrel that got knocked over was our fresh fish supply, and we ate a whole bunch of our dried stuff last night.’
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I was glad that someone was showing some leadership. Soon enough, George was organising jobs for everyone.

‘What can I do to help?’ I asked.

‘You could come with me to check the yabby traps?’ said George.

That was how the dogs and I found ourselves on a low barge, helping George haul up yabby traps from below. The position of each was marked with a buoy, which had a rope tied to it that fed down to the trap below.

The dogs were good at pulling on the ropes, and soon we had a couple of traps on board, each with a few yabbies inside.
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At the third buoy, the trap seemed to be caught on something.

‘Probably just a sunken branch,’ said George. ‘If we heave, we should be able to break through it.’

The dogs and I helped George yank on the trap. We felt it break free of whatever had been stopping it, and pulled it up onto the boat – but the next moment, yabbies were spilling out of it, through its busted side!

Have we met before? Pirate said to one. You look like a lobster I used to know.

Tiny considered a pair of eyes swivelling towards him. I think this one is looking at me funny.

What are these creatures? said Nosey. Let me get a closer sniff. Ouch!

Ha ha! Brutus laughed as a yabby snapped onto Nosey’s nose. You should be more careful when you— Ouch!
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Sometimes, said Sunrise, you lot embarrass me.

‘Help me collect them before they scamper off,’ said George. ‘You have to grab them behind their claws so they can’t nip you, then whack ’em in a bucket.’

I did my best to collect the escaping yabbies. A few went over the sides, but in the end we wound up with enough to feed the kids.

We headed back to the village, and found Jarrod waiting for us.

‘Gwen,’ he said, ‘I’ve been thinking.’

‘Oh?’

‘If I was to give these kids a chance to see their parents again, I’d need to somehow get my sash back and make it to the Games. Maybe, just maybe I could do it if I had your help.’

To me, this seemed like the least could do for the village which had sacrificed so much for us.

‘Of course I’ll help,’ I agreed. ‘And so will my dogs. When are the Games?’

‘In two days’ time,’ said Jarrod. ‘To find the sash, and make Moon City in time, we have to leave right away.’

[image: Image]




[image: image]

George insisted that we pack some of Hookville’s precious supplies into our packs before setting off.

‘You’ll have to make good time to get to the Games before they start,’ he said. ‘Can’t be stopping to hunt or forage.’

‘Will you and the kids have enough to eat, though?’ I asked.

‘We’ll be okay – we have all the fresh fish we can eat right at our doorstep. I’ll whip this lot into shape in no time.’
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A couple of the kids looked a bit worried at that.

‘Also,’ said George, ‘you’ll need to take a boat that will fit you all. This one here has been patched up okay …’

He led us to a wide canoe, much roomier and more comfortable than our last one. I was relieved to see two sets of oars – about time I had someone else with hands around to help me row!

George held out a map to Jarrod. ‘This shows the route to Moon City,’ he said. ‘Follow the river for as long as you—’

‘I know the way,’ said Jarrod, waving the map away. ‘I’ve been with Dad before, to trade talks and such.’

‘Let’s take it just in case,’ I said, knowing it was better to be safe than sorry when it came to trekking through the wilderness.

George smiled and handed me the map while Jarrod looked on with a grumpy expression.

We all got aboard, and soon we were pushing off from Hookville, with the kids, George and Annie waving after us.
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‘Good luck in the Games!’ called Callum. ‘Remember to bring back my mum and dad!’

‘And mine too!’ called Damien.

The burden of responsibility seemed to grow heavier on Jarrod by the moment.

See you later, kids! yapped Nosey.

Thanks for all the pats and belly scratches! barked Pirate.

And the treats! yapped Tiny.

Sunrise leant down to the chihuahua. What treats?

They didn’t give you treats? said Tiny. Guess you have to work on your two-legs skills!

Hmph, said Sunrise.

[image: Image]

We turned to watch the river ahead. The cliff rose up on one side, and thick forest spread out on the other. We might have been in the middle of nowhere, but a part of me felt good to be back in Riverland – even if we were close enough to the border for the Hornets to be a problem.
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‘We’d better get to rowing,’ said Jarrod. ‘Which end of the boat do you prefer?’

‘I, uh …’ I glanced back and forth between the bow and stern. ‘I don’t know.’

‘You take that seat,’ he said, pointing at the stern. ‘If there’s one thing I’m better at, out of the two of us, it’s probably rowing.’

It didn’t sound like he was boasting – if anything, he seemed bitter – but for reasons I didn’t understand, that’s what he thought our positions should be.

‘We have a long way to go,’ he said. ‘We’ll have to ditch the boat at Waterfall Lake and travel across land from there.’ His eyes went searching around. ‘And we’ll have to search for the sash for the sash as we go. If we can’t find it along the way, we may as well turn back.’

A smattering of rain pockmarked the river for a moment. I tensed and looked upwards.

Don’t worry, Gwen, said Pirate. It’s naught but a kiss from the sky. The storm has passed.

‘Very reassuring,’ I growled, digging my oars into the water.

Pirate was right, however, and the rain eased almost immediately.

‘I have no idea how to find this sash,’ muttered Jarrod, seeming determined to think we had already failed.

I scanned the forest and the cliff continuously. Would we catch a flash of bright colour, leading us to our prize? That sash could have floated down anywhere along the river.

‘Do you think the dogs are of any use in tracking it down?’ said Jarrod.

I looked around at their eager faces. ‘What do you say, gang?’ I asked. ‘Can you help us find the sash?’

The dogs all twisted and turned, looking this way and that.

I can’t hear this thing of which you speak, said Tiny, his radar ears swivelling.

Nosey raised his snout to the air. I can’t smell it either, he said, but I don’t know what a ‘sash’ smells like.

‘Like cloth,’ I told him. ‘Maybe … silk?’ I looked to Jarrod for confirmation, and he gave a hesitant nod. Sometimes I forgot how one-sided these conversations with the dogs sounded to others.

Silk, repeated Nosey. Hmm, okay – on the sniff for silk.

Does it hide, this thing? growled Sunrise. If it tries to hide, then I shall find it.

‘I guess it sort of hides,’ I said. ‘But not, like … deliberately.’

What is ‘deliberately’? said Sunrise.

‘Um …’

Is it like trying to spot an enemy flag upon the horizon? said Pirate.

‘It does have a symbol of a hook on it,’ I said. ‘So yes, kind of.’
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What about Eagle? suggested Brutus.

‘Good idea,’ I said, clicking my fingers.

I looked up to the sky and found her circling high above.

‘Eeeaaakkk!’ I cried, which startled Jarrod.

‘What was that about?’ he said, as Eagle dived towards us.

‘Do you have any colours that match the village sash?’ I asked him.

‘Ah.’ He patted himself down, then pulled a small handkerchief out of his pocket. ‘My gran gave me this. It’s a hand-me-down hanky.’ He suddenly screwed up his face. ‘Now that I think about that, it’s kinda grossing me out.’

‘Perfect,’ I said, with a chuckle.

Eagle landed on the side of the boat, startling Jarrod so much he almost dropped the hanky overboard!

‘You can summon birds now too?’ he asked, with amazement.

‘Hold up the hanky so she can see,’ I said.
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‘Eagle,’ I said, ‘have you seen anything like that from above?’

She cocked her head at the hanky. From the questioning look in her eyes, it didn’t seem that she had.

‘Can you please keep a lookout for it,’ I asked, ‘and let me know if your keen eyes find it?’

She gave a chirp and nuzzled her beak against me – then whoosh and she was off again, climbing upwards.

‘You’re so full of surprises,’ said Jarrod, with a grin. ‘What next, are you going to ask a lizard to show us the way?’

What’s this about lizards? said Tiny.
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I laughed and gave the chihuahua a pat. ‘Never mind,’ I told him. ‘I don’t think Jarrod knows we eat lizards.’

Jarrod looked surprised, then shook his head, the mirth fading from his face.

He was a strange boy, I decided, and I was not quite sure where we stood with him. Then again, we were a strange pack too.

We rowed onwards for the rest of the afternoon. By the time the sun was beginning to set, there was still no sign of the sash along the river.
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As night fell, Jarrod’s determined eyes remained focused ahead, and he showed no sign of slowing down. Meanwhile, my arms were really starting to ache.

‘Are we going to row through the night?’ I asked.

‘We have a day and a half to reach Moon City,’ he said. ‘And it’s two days’ travel to get there. We have to keep going if we’re to make it on time.’

‘And what if we come across the sash but don’t see it in the dark?’ I asked.

‘Um … the moon’s bright.’

I must have had a worried expression, as his face softened.

‘We’ll just have to do our best to keep an eye out for the sash,’ he said. ‘And the current will keep us moving, but someone has to stay awake so we don’t crash into the bank. I’ll take the first shift, you take the second?’

It seemed about as good an offer as I was going to get.

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘Let’s have some food,’ he said. ‘Then you can lie down in the boat.’

I looked at the hard wood beneath my feet and wondered if I’d be able to catch a wink.

We shared around some of the supplies that George had given us. The dogs munched happily enough, though I was getting a bit tired of the taste of fish. Still, it was good to eat.

I took a moment to admire the moonlight reflected in the surface of the river. From over in the forest came the sound of night birds stirring, and animals on the hunt.
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‘I’ll wake you in a few hours,’ said Jarrod.

I lay down with the dogs in the boat. It was a bit tricky finding the right position to snuggle up in.

I’d like a bed that doesn’t rock, growled Sunrise.

You get used to it after a while, said Pirate.

I managed to use a backpack as a semi-comfortable pillow. While things were not ideal, we were all used to taking sleep when and where we could, and I nodded off soon enough. It seemed like I’d barely closed my eyes when I felt Jarrod gently shaking my shoulder.

I woke to find him looking down at me, dark circles under his eyes. There was a slight lightening in the sky behind him, and I realised dawn was on the way. He must have kept rowing all through the night!

‘You should have woken me sooner,’ I said, sitting up and rubbing my face. ‘I thought that’s what we agreed.’
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‘That’s okay,’ he said. ‘You’re going to need all your strength if you’re to …’ He trailed off.

‘If I’m going to what?’ I said.

‘Going to … help us make good time today,’ he finished.

I had the sense it wasn’t what he’d originally been going to say. I decided not to press it, however, as I could see he was exhausted.

‘Lie down for a bit,’ I said, swapping places with him. ‘The dogs won’t mind if you put an arm around them for warmth.’

Gratefully, Jarrod did as I said, and within minutes he was snoring gently. Poor guy – what a couple of days he was having. Maybe I should have felt sorry for myself as well, but I was used to it.

I rowed on as the sun crept upwards. Its rays warmed me, and made me feel a little better. The ache in my arms was starting to become normal, and easier to forget about.

As morning settled in, I heard a distant churning noise. The river grew wider and wider, slowly turning into a bowl-shaped lake. At the far end I could make out spray from a waterfall.

‘Waterfall Lake,’ said Jarrod, yawning and stretching. ‘Thanks for the comfortable sleep, dogs,’ he added, scratching Nosey’s head.
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It seemed that everyone was waking up.

Still in this boat, I see, said Sunrise grouchily.

‘Not too much longer now,’ I told her.

‘That’s right,’ said Jarrod. ‘We make for that old wharf where we’ll tie up the boat, then head for the coast.’

We rowed to the wharf, and Jarrod jumped out. He looped a rope around a pylon and fixed us tight. One by one, we all got out of the boat. Over beyond the waterfall I could see the twinkling blue of the ocean.

Solid ground! Sunrise woofed happily.

What a shame, said Pirate, joining her.

What’s for breakfast? said Tiny.

‘Now,’ said Jarrod, ‘surely we can’t be far away from where we saw the Braxans drop the sash. How can we—’
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Eagle swept down and landed on the pylon. She bobbed her head towards Jarrod’s pocket.

‘Show her the handkerchief again,’ I said.
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Jarrod pulled out the hankie, and Eagle eyeballed it for a moment. Then she took off, over the trees. She reached a point where she circled around a few times and gave another cry. We couldn’t see what was below her, but from the look in Jarrod’s eyes, he too understood what she was trying to show us.

‘You think she’s found the sash?’ he said.

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘Can we get to where she’s circling?’

Jarrod hefted his backpack with newfound energy. ‘Come on!’
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The path led us through the trees and out onto a sea cliff. Before us lay a steep decline with salt-encrusted rocks sticking out at all kinds of angles. Powerful waves slammed against the rocks from a point about halfway down, leaving them glistening in the sunshine.

Storm whipped up some big waves! said Pirate. I’d love to be out on a ship in this.

Brutus gave him a slightly worried glance. Are you feeling okay, or have you finally gone crazy?
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Eagle swooped out of the sky, aiming towards the bottom of the cliff. She set down on a jutting rock still running with froth from the last wave. She bent down and nuzzled something with her beak – something colourful.
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‘Look!’ I shouted, pointing. ‘Is that the sash?’

Jarrod’s eyes lit up. ‘That’s it!’

‘Eagle!’ I called. ‘Can you get it?’

The bird clamped her beak onto the sash and gave it a tug, but it seemed to be wedged in a crack between two rocks. As she tried to pull it free …
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‘Tell her to be careful!’ cried Jarrod.

‘Her beak is as sharp as a knife,’ I muttered. ‘But anyway … Eagle, be careful!’

Another wave rolled out of the ocean, and Eagle took off before it pounded the cliff. As the water drained away, we saw the sash still caught there.

‘I don’t think she can get it,’ I said. ‘Otherwise she’d have brought it to us already.’
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We watched as the next wave exploded seawater across the rock. Jarrod gave me a worried glance.

‘Without the sash,’ he said, ‘there’s no point heading for Moon City.’

I kept my eyes on the crash zone. It seemed to be about 30 seconds between big waves.

‘I guess we have to go down there,’ I said.

Can we help? asked Tiny.

I gave him a pained smile. ‘This one’s more of a two-leg job.’

I couldn’t believe I was going to risk my life over a bit of cloth.

I stepped down onto the first rock, and Jarrod followed me. Step by careful step, we descended the dangerous stair.

‘Watch those oysters,’ said Jarrod, nodding to a patch of shells ahead. They looked razor-sharp, and I made sure to step between them.

You’re doing great! yapped Pirate from above.
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‘Easy for you to say,’ I grunted as I held onto some old seaweed to steady myself, knowing it would send me plummeting downwards if it came loose.

We reached a platform just above the splash zone. The sash was a couple more metres down, but there was no clear way to get to it. Another wave crashed into the cliff, and I tasted the spray of salt on my tongue.

Jarrod and I shared a look. He was a brave guy, and strong, but I think we both knew I had the better shot at this.

‘I’m going to drop straight down there,’ I told him.

Jarrod turned pale. ‘How will you get back up?’

I eyed a jutting rock halfway down. ‘I’ll spring off a couple of things,’ I said. ‘You be ready to catch my hand if I need you to, okay?’
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Jarrod steeled his nerves, and gave me an earnest nod.

I positioned myself directly over the sash and waited for a wave to hit. Then, as the water was streaming away, I stepped off the platform. Rocks rushed up towards me, and I aimed my feet at a couple of notches, hoping they would be deep enough to keep me steady when I landed.
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I hit the rock, and bent my knees deeply. My left foot skidded, but caught in the notch. I winced as my ankle twisted a bit, but I managed to keep my footing – just.

‘Nice work!’ called Jarrod encouragingly.

Quickly, I went to the sash. It had been pushed into a deep crack, but both ends were still sticking out. I took each end in a careful grip and tried to work the sash loose – I didn’t want to tear it, after all this trouble!

I glanced out to sea and saw the distant crest of a wave heading towards me.

‘Hurry, Gwen!’ called Jarrod.

I gritted my teeth. Did he think I was styling my hair down here?

The edge of the crack had several sharp teeth, and the sash hooked over one of them.
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I cursed, hoping this thing would still be in one piece when I finally got it out!

Finally, it came loose, only somewhat damaged. I stuffed it into my pocket, and glanced again at the oncoming wave – maybe I had ten seconds? – then back up the cliff.

It was two metres of almost sheer rock face between me and the platform. I spied the small jutting I had thought I’d be able to springboard off to grab hold of the platform … but now that I was actually down here, I could see the angles were all wrong.

I was never going to make it.

‘Get behind that rock!’ shouted Jarrod, pointing – there was a spire of rock nearby, standing out from the cliff. Skipping dangerously across slippery surfaces to get there, I leapt into the crevice behind it.
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The wave slammed the cliff all around, but at least I was protected from the blow. Water flowed down over me, soaking me through.

I emerged knowing the next wave must be already on its way. My eyes went back to the sheer incline – there were little pockets and nooks here and there, but boy, it was going to take some doing to hold onto them.

I had to try. I reached up, my fingers barely able to grip the smooth, wet stone. Patches of moss and slippery seaweed grew everywhere. I dug my fingers in, searched for a place to wedge my feet, and began to climb.

Bit by bit I made my way upwards, my arms and legs splayed out wide to find every available dint or protrusion.

I could hear the next big wave whooshing closer.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

‘You’re almost there!’ called Jarrod. ‘Remember, a step up is easier than a pull up!’

I almost chuckled, but I worried it would dislodge me.

I looked up to see Jarrod lying over the edge of the platform, reaching down towards me. A few more tiny moves up, and I was able to reach him. Our hands closed over each other’s wrists, and I swung out over the drop.

I looked up into his reddened face. ‘Pull me up!’

‘First,’ he grunted, ‘I want you to promise me something.’

My confusion fast gave way to anger. ‘Jarrod!’ I shouted. ‘This isn’t the time!’

The sound of the wave grew ever closer. I was hanging suspended right in its path, completely vulnerable!

‘You have to promise me,’ Jarrod said, ‘that you will be Hookville’s champion in the Championship Games, Wolf Girl.’

‘What?’ I spluttered. I hadn’t told him I was Wolf Girl! Though that was not my number-one concern right now.

‘It’s the only way I can be sure,’ he said, his face growing redder as he held me tightly, ‘that I’ll get my father back.’

There was no time to argue. I couldn’t believe he had chosen this moment, but I had little choice.

‘I promise, all right?’ I said. ‘You have my word! Now pull me up!’

Jarrod grabbed my other hand and leant backwards, hauling me up. My legs scraped against the platform as he pulled me over, and we both went sprawling.

As the wave smashed against the cliff, where it surely would have flattened me, I cast my angry gaze upon him.
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As we made it back up to the path, my anger was not lessening.

Gwen? said Sunrise. You smell furious!

I was going to say the same, said Nosey.

‘I am furious!’ I pointed at Jarrod. ‘This guy almost let a wave slam me, just so he could get out of saving his people!’

Jarrod looked shocked by my words, then deeply guilty. He slumped down cross-legged on the path, and stared at the ground.
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‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I never would have let you drop, I promise.’

‘Why would you do that?’ I raged.

Eep, said Tiny, scooting back a few steps. Better give her some space, guys.

‘Me competing in the games was always my mother’s idea,’ said Jarrod miserably. ‘She was a great athlete, and before she passed, she made my father believe I’d follow in her footsteps. But I was never a warrior or a fighter.’

‘Could have fooled me,’ I said. ‘You tried to take on those Braxans and Hornets!’

‘And I failed,’ he said. ‘It’s not my fate to do such things. I just want to fish, and have a peaceful life.’

‘That sounds nice,’ I said with a snort. ‘I wish we all had such a choice!’

‘If you win the games,’ Jarrod reminded me, ‘you can wish for anything you want.’

I folded my arms. ‘How did you even know I was Wolf Girl?’

Jarrod barked a laugh. ‘Are you kidding me? How many people fit the description of a wild girl travelling with a pack of animals who obey her commands?’

Obey? said Sunrise, dangerously. May I bite this guy, Gwen?

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘I might want to bite him first.’
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Jarrod looked worried by this exchange. ‘I’ve seen enough,’ he said, quickly standing up, ‘to believe that competing in the Championship Games is your fate, not mine.’

‘There’s no such thing as fate,’ I snarled.

‘You know what I mean. We all know I’ve no shot at winning.’

‘I don’t know that.’

‘Who do you think stands a better chance at getting all those kids their parents back? A guy who can run the fastest in a village of swimmers – or Wolf Girl? They need you on their side, wearing that sash!’

I had almost forgotten the sash. I pulled it out to have a look at it. It was wet, torn and dirty.

‘It still counts,’ said Jarrod firmly. ‘Even looking like it does.’
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I felt like I was being drawn further and further into something I had never asked for – but the sad hope in Jarrod’s gaze softened my temper just a little.

‘Next time you want to ask me something,’ I said, ‘just ask. Okay?’

He nodded firmly. ‘Agreed.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘better hurry up and show us the way.’

As we set off, his words echoed in my ears, about how I could wish for anything if I won. I could free all those people who had helped me … or, whispered a quiet voice, you could demand the release of your mum and dad.
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I tried to quiet that voice down – I wasn’t the kind of person to put my own needs before those of others, was I? Especially when I owed the Hookville villagers such a debt.

Was I?

We walked along the cliff for hours. The dogs and I stuck together as Jarrod led us, seemingly lost in his own thoughts.

‘I really am sorry,’ he said, at one point. ‘I, er … maybe I didn’t handle things the best way.’

I felt harsh words rise in my throat, but swallowed them down. Jarrod had done something rash to save the people he loved … something I guessed he’d felt he had to. It had been dangerous and foolish, but I couldn’t say I blamed him. That said, I didn’t think I’d ever trust him again.

‘It’s okay,’ I said.

We didn’t take a long break for lunch, just enough to pass out some food. The dogs all wanted a snooze, but I managed to convince them we had to keep going.

We continued through the afternoon. My legs were aching as the sun began to set, and I felt for little Tiny and Pirate – not that they’d complained once.
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‘It’s time to stop,’ I said, ‘and rest.’

‘We’re still a ways from Moon City,’ said Jarrod, over his shoulder.

‘We need to find a sheltered spot,’ I said, looking off into the forest, ‘where we can eat and sleep. It’s no good pushing on if we all fall down exhausted.’

‘We could keep on just for half the night …’

‘I thought you put me in charge?’ I snapped.

Jarrod froze, still facing away. I didn’t wait for his reply, just turned and waved the gang off the path. I reminded myself that we were here by choice, and suddenly I felt ashamed that I’d even bothered to justify my decision. Jarrod had not ‘put’ me in charge.
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I was in charge.

I stalked off into the trees with my pack, as Jarrod sheepishly followed.
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The next morning we arose to find that Jarrod had hunted some rabbits for breakfast, probably as some kind of apology. The dogs all laid in, oblivious to how grouchy I was towards him.

This two-legs might be worth keeping around! said Brutus enthusiastically, with his mouth full.

After eating, we headed onwards. The forest began to thin out, and the path turned away from the cliff. As we curled down around a hill, before us lay a great beach of red sand, behind which were heaped dunes and scrubby vegetation.
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‘What is this place?’ I said.

‘The Dune Reaches,’ said Jarrod. ‘Moon City is right in the middle of them. We have to be there by midday or we’ll miss out on … you … entering the Games.’

We reached the bottom of the hill, where the path disappeared, and tromped out into the sand. Soon we lost sight of the water, surrounded as we were by red dunes on all sides.

‘You’re sure you know the way?’ I said.

‘Yes, we just follow the coast.’

‘But we can’t see the coast.’

‘We can sight it from the top of each dune.’

The sand did not make for the easiest walking, our feet sinking in as it grew hotter in the sunshine. After a couple of hours, I picked up Tiny to give him a break, and his radar dish ears immediately spun about.

‘What are you hearing?’ I said.

Two-leg noises, he said. Many of them.

After a few minutes of straining my ears, I began to hear the noise myself. There were voices, music, car horns beeping, someone using tools, general hustle and bustle, all carrying over the dunes.
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‘We’re close,’ said Jarrod.

We spotted the city from the top of the next dune. Nestled among the red hills, with a wall of sandstone blocks completely enclosing it, and the tops of bulbous buildings visible beyond, it seemed like something out of a dream.

A road snaked in from another direction, with cars queued up to head through a gate.

‘People have come from all around to watch the Games,’ said Jarrod, then he glanced at the position of the sun. ‘We must hurry.’

We made our way towards the road, and joined up with the slow-moving traffic. It was heading through a square gate with Braxan soldiers standing on either side.

For the most part, the soldiers seemed disinterested in the cars, but I was worried nonetheless. No doubt the soldiers knew to keep watch for a girl travelling with five dogs.

‘We can’t just waltz through under their noses,’ I said.

‘Hmm,’ said Jarrod. ‘Hand me the sash – I have an idea. You sneak past while I keep them distracted.’

As we approached the gate, Jarrod told us to walk on the other side of the cars from him. He then looped the sash around his chest, tattered and torn as it was.
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‘Make way!’ he boomed. ‘Make way, for it is I, the champion of Hookville!’

The Braxans glanced at him, as did several people in the cars.

‘Today, I shall triumph!’ called Jarrod. ‘No one shall stand in my way, for Hookville is the most mighty village of them all!’

Everyone started laughing at his pompous tone and tatty appearance.

‘Are you sure about that?’ jeered a Braxan.

‘You better hurry,’ called the other. ‘You can’t triumph if you’re too late to register!’

While they were laughing and distracted by Jarrod, the pack and I slunk through the gate on the other side of the cars.
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Inside were streets of painted sandstone – reds, yellows, greens and blues in every direction. I was surprised by all the colour and life in the place – musicians, excited people heading to the games, streetside vendors selling food from carts …
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Something smells delicious, said Tiny, up on his tippy-toes with his nose in the air.

I agree, said Nosey. We are in much agreement!

Should we hunt one of these carts? said Sunrise.

‘No, Sunrise,’ I said, giving her a scratch. ‘We don’t hunt carts, I’m afraid.’

‘Would you like some money?’ said Jarrod, handing me some notes.

I looked at him with surprise, and he shrugged.

‘Least I could do,’ he mumbled. ‘Brought some of Dad’s savings, figured we might need them. Your dogs deserve a good feed, and so do you.’

‘Thank you,’ I said.

He looked relieved that I’d been nice to him at last.

I bought the dogs a bunch of meatballs on sticks, which they wolfed down with great enthusiasm.

Almost as good as fish balls! said Pirate.

Are you kidding? said Brutus. We’ve been eating nothing but fish for days!

Sure, but I like fish.

Jarrod glanced a big clock on the side of a building.
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‘Eleven forty-five!’ he said. ‘We have fifteen minutes to get you where you need to be!’

Just like that, a nice moment was over, and again we were hurrying along. At least it was obvious where everyone was heading – the stadium was in the centre of town.

We soon found the main entrance, through which a crowd of people moved, but Jarrod led us to a smaller door to the side. Outside of it stood a Braxan frowning at a clipboard.
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‘That’s the champion’s entry,’ said Jarrod, handing me the sash. ‘Only the village representatives can go through.’

I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the dogs behind, even though I knew they could look after themselves.

‘Are you guys okay to stick with Jarrod?’ I asked.

Sure! Sure! said Tiny. Does he have more rabbits?

As I always say, yapped Pirate, go with the flow. Get it? Haha, arrr-f.

Nosey and Brutus wagged their tails, while Sunrise looked doubtful.

‘I don’t think they’ll allow us all into the stadium,’ said Jarrod.

I considered the Braxan with the clipboard again. ‘Maybe I should try your trick from before?’

Jarrod grinned and nodded. ‘Sounds good.’

I walked up to Clipboard, fussily adjusting the sash. ‘Righto, no need to worry yourself,’ I said haughtily. ‘The greatest of all champions is here.’

Clipboard scanned her clipboard, then frowned at me, and the sash.

‘Hookville!’ she said. ‘Last to arrive! Let’s hope that’s not the case in the running race!’

‘I was waylaid on the road,’ I said loudly. ‘Been terrible weather back our way, have you heard?’

‘I did hear there was a bit of rainfall,’ said Clipboard.

‘“A bit of rainfall”?’ I repeated in disbelief. ‘Madam, it was a deluge, a downpour, as if the very sky cracked open …’

Behind Clipboard, Jarrod and the dogs snuck through the door.
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‘All right, all right,’ said Clipboard impatiently. ‘I don’t need to hear your excuses. Just hurry up and get to your place! If the midday bell sounds and you’re not in position, you’ll be disqualified.’

I hurried past her and found cool dark corridors beyond. Jarrod and the dogs had already disappeared – I hoped he knew where he was taking them. I saw the sign on the wall I was looking for, and could hear cheering from the direction it pointed.

Hoping the pack would be fine, I made my way towards the stadium.
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I passed a deserted changeroom. There didn’t seem to be anyone left down here. Were they all already outside?

I passed a clock that said 11:59. Shoot! One minute to go!

I broke into a run along the corridor. Up ahead I saw a doorway with sunlight streaming through. I raced through it and for a moment I was blinded, the voices of the crowd echoing all around me. I glanced this way and that, squinting in the glare, and saw hundreds of people in the stands around me.

‘Get to your place, Hookville!’ shouted someone.

‘Nice sash!’ jeered someone else.

In the centre of the stadium was a line of different young people. They all stood on coloured circles, which matched the sashes they wore on their chests.
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I saw a gap between two of them – it was the only one left, so it had to be me – and raced towards it.

DING … DONG … DING …

The midday bell was starting to ring!

I landed on the circle and was flooded with relief to see it was blue and yellow with a hook insignia.

‘Cutting it pretty fine there, Hookville,’ said a guy to my side.

‘Tell me about it,’ I puffed.

DONG … DING … DONG …

As the bell continued ringing, I could finally take in more of my surrounds.

There were tiers of ascending seats full of excited spectators. Set at the top of those directly in front of us was a platform under a colourful fabric roof, where several official-looking people sat in high-backed chairs.
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I searched around for any sign of wagging tails and lolling tongues. In a dark area just below the platform, a service door opened. I watched as Jarrod appeared, but I couldn’t see whoever was milling around his feet. Then he reached some empty seats, and a row of doggy spectators appeared around him!
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DONG!

As the final bell tolled, the crowd roared. The Games were about to begin!

I realised I had hardly any idea what to expect at this point. Maybe I should have spoken to Jarrod more when I’d had the chance!

‘Welcome, one and all!’

A figure on the platform rose from her seat. She was dressed in a Braxan uniform, and the roof cast her face in shadow.

‘Welcome to Moon City’s Championship Games!’ she announced over the booming loudspeakers. ‘Every settlement in the region has sent their strongest, their most skilful, their greatest champions … ’

She took a step forward. Her voice seemed … familiar?

‘…to compete for the ultimate prize!’

She emerged from under the platform roof. As the sunlight found her face, it was all I could do to stop myself reeling in shock.
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‘As Commander of the Northern Border,’ she declared, ‘it is my great honour to preside over this contest.’

The Commander was none other than my big sister – Kate!

TO BE CONTINUED …




[image: Image]

[image: Image]




CHAPTER 1

Summer was on the edge of her seat.
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[image: Image] screamed the crowd.

‘Noooo!’ yelled Summer, throwing her hands up in frustration.

‘Whoops,’ said Wilbur, Summer’s best friend. His hotdog had fallen out of its bun in all the excitement. He quickly picked it up and put it back as if nothing had happened.
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‘Come on, Carl! Score us the winner!’ Summer called.

Summer’s older brother, Carl, was a striker for the ROCKSTONE ROBINS, and today they were playing their rivals, the Clifton Cougars. Summer desperately wanted the Robins to win. The score was two-all, and time was nearly up.
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[image: Image] Wilbur shouted enthusiastically. He turned and added quietly to Summer, ‘We are the Reds, right?’

‘We sure are!’ She chuckled. Wilbur could be a little bit vague at times.

Summer and Wilbur watched as Carl swerved past a Cougars defender and unleashed a vicious shot at goal … but the goalie dived and tipped the ball over the crossbar.
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A disappointed OOOOOOOOH! rippled through the Robins fans.

The Cougars supporters roared like lions.

‘Cougars don’t ROAR,’ Wilbur said indignantly. ‘And there aren’t any cougars in Clifton, anyway. At least there are robins in Rockstone.’
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Summer laughed. ‘You’re right. Robins may be less powerful, but at least our name is factual.’

Summer and Wilbur had been best friends their whole lives. They’d been neighbours, too, when they were younger. But after Summer’s parents had died in an accident, Summer and Carl had moved across town.

Summer was glad Wilbur had come to the game with her today. Nobody understood her as well as he did.

Suddenly, an air of EXCITEMENT swept through the crowd. Carl raced towards the goal again, beating one defender, then two, sidestepping a third … before he rifled a shot past the keeper into the top corner, almost breaking the net.
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The stands erupted as the referee blew the final whistle.
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Summer jumped to her feet, cheering. Beside her Wilbur had also leapt up, sending his hot dog flying again.

Wilbur was filming the whole thing on his phone. ‘This will look awesome on FaceSnap!’ he said, a huge grin on his face. Wilbur loved posting his favourite moments on social media.
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‘Wow!’ said Summer. ‘Wasn’t that amazing?’

‘Amazing,’ agreed Wilbur. ‘I can’t wait for the second half!’

Summer looked at him quizzically. ‘The Game’s finished,’ she said.

‘I’m joking!’ Wilbur smiled. ‘It was awesome. And Carl was incredible!’

Carl’s teammates swarmed around him, lifting him up on their shoulders and carrying him off the ground. As they neared Summer and Wilbur, Carl climbed down and came over to the fence.
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‘Hi guys,’ he said with a BIG smile. ‘Enjoying the front-row seats?’

‘Absolutely.’ Summer beamed at her brother.

‘Nice goal!’ said Wilbur. He and Carl high-fived.

‘Did you guys hear the big news?’ said Carl. ‘The Gladiator Games are coming to town next month.’

Summer’s eyes lit up. ‘Here? To Rockstone?’

‘Yes, to Rockstone!’

Summer looked over at Wilbur. ‘Wow! We’ve been wanting to go to the Gladiator Games since we were in kindergarten!’
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They grinned at each other.

Carl’s teammates were hollering at him. ‘You two have fun,’ he said as he ran to join his team. ‘I’ll be home in a bit, little sis!’
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The Robins took off, whooping together.

Summer watched them go, a bit longingly. She wishedshe could be part of a team like that. She would love to charge down the field like Carl did, defenders diving at her feet. To watch the ball smack into the net and know she had won the match for her team.

But it was just a dream. Summer had never been very good at sport. She tried hard, but she always seemed to be the last person picked for every team.

She sort of understood why …
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‘Hey,’ said Wilbur.

She turned to see him smiling at her. ‘Wanna walk home with me?’ he asked.

‘Sure.’ Summer smiled back. She might not have Carl’s sporting abilities, but at least she had Wilbur. He was always on her team.
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