

[image: cover image]



  Maidie Reeve

  Maidie Reeve

  Austin Macauley Publishers

  2018-08-31


Maidie Reeve
	About the Author
	About the Book
	Dedication
	Copyright © Maidie Reeve (2018)
	Acknowledgements
	Chapter One	A Cry for Help


	Chapter Two	A Dangerous Game


	Chapter Three	At the Minstrel’s Camp


	Chapter Four	The Goblin Settlement


	Chapter Five	A Surprise Attack


	Chapter Six	The Evil Garden


	Chapter Seven	The Snout’s Hole


	Chapter Eight	Along the Elf Road


	Chapter Nine	Under the Oak Tree


	Chapter Ten	Ambushed


	Chapter Eleven	A Strange Situation


	Chapter Twelve	A Twist in the Game


	Chapter Thirteen	At the Black Feather Inn


	Chapter Fourteen	An Uncertain Fate







About the Author

Maidie Reeve grew up and lives in Melbourne, Australia. She has worked as a teacher, an educational administrator and, more recently, in developing international education projects. Together with her husband, Maidie enjoys travelling and exploring ancient ruins and castles. These experiences, and her love of fantasy, inspire her stories.

Maidie enjoys reading fiction and non-fiction, particularly histories and biographies, and likes to watch fantasies, mysteries and historical dramas and documentaries. She loves the outdoors and works in her garden whenever she can.









About the Book

The world of the magic game, The Tenth Gateway, is again under threat. Eda, the guardian of the game, and her supporters are preparing for battle. The Game World must be protected at all costs against the evil magician, Malefic. But his power has grown and his goblin army is on the move. Can Malefic be stopped?

Sophie and her two friends, Jun and Aisha, respond to Eda’s call for help. They are confident that they can defeat Malefic because they have played the game before. But when they start to play, they realise, too late, that everything has changed. Anything can happen. To make matters worse, Sophie’s annoying cousin, Basil, has tagged along. And who is the mysterious hooded figure who is watching their every move?

With terrifying creatures trying to stop them and new challenges and puzzles to solve, can the three friends, and Basil, survive the game and reach Eda’s camp and The Tenth Gateway?
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Chapter One


A Cry for Help

Far away, in The Dark Tower, a villainous plot takes shape.

Malefic sat on his throne in the great hall of his fortress. The magician’s three goblin servants – Weezle, Slithe, and Grot – crouched before him, awaiting the orders of their evil master.

“It’s time for revenge,” Malefic snarled. “Eda is finally in retreat.”

Malefic was determined to get even with Eda, the magician who had trapped him in the enchanted game called ‘The Tenth Gateway’. Hundreds of years ago, she had challenged him to a contest of magical strength, with the kingdom of Zlandgovia being the prize.

He had agreed to play the game, but Eda had tricked him. As soon as they entered The Game World, she had closed off the portals into and out of the game with a powerful force field. Only Eda could control who came and who went from the enchanted world that she had created. She chose to remain to prevent Malefic from escaping and causing chaos in the outside world.

Malefic’s black eyes glittered with satisfaction as he spoke to his servants.

“It won’t be long before Eda is destroyed, and I will be in complete control of this world and beyond. My captains are ready, and the goblin army is on the move. Go, and do what I have instructed.”

He snapped his fingers, and the three ugly creatures rushed from the great hall, eager to do their master’s bidding.

A dark figure lurked behind Malefic’s throne-like chair. It now stepped forward out of the shadows, and bowed to the evil magician.

“I have given you special powers and your own magic door. Do not fail me. You know what to do,” Malefic said softly.

The figure clicked its heels together and, in an instant, was gone.

Meanwhile, in the human world, Sophie Jones and her friends Jun Wu and Aisha Serez, were unaware of the danger.

Some months had passed since they had played ‘The Tenth Gateway’. With Eda’s help, the three friends had outwitted the evil Malefic, won the game, and once again closed the portal to the human world.

Sophie was now at home, waiting impatiently for Jun and Aisha to come over and finish a school project. She was slumped on a couch in the family room, fiddling with a game on her iPad. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a pony-tail. She was wearing her favourite red jacket with the zipped pockets and her new light blue tee-shirt.

In the background, Sophie could hear her mother chatting on the phone in the kitchen. Her father was outside, and her brother was upstairs in his room. She frowned as she concentrated on the electronic game.

“Oh, this is all so boring,” Sophie said out loud, as she closed the screen. “Nothing like playing ‘The Tenth Gateway’.”

“I wonder what’s happening in The Game World now,” she thought. “Luckily Eda’s got that terrible Malefic under control, and his ghastly goblins can’t do much harm anymore. Too bad I can’t go back and see.”

The game was now packed away out of sight. It was far too dangerous to leave it lying around the house. If the children played it again, the risk of Malefic escaping from his enchanted prison was too great.

Sophie sighed, and, without much enthusiasm, opened up the iPad again. However, before she could start another game, her mother came into the room.

“I’ve just been talking to Aunt Rose. Basil’s coming over to stay tonight.”

“What!” Sophie looked up, and groaned. “Oh Mum, Aisha and Jun are coming over this afternoon, and Basil is such a nuisance.”

“Your Aunt Rose and Uncle Leo have to go out. I know Basil’s ten now, but they don’t like to leave him in the house by himself.”

Sophie looked pleadingly at her mother. “Mum, you know Basil gets into all my things and is always breaking stuff. The last time he was here he did something to my iPad, and it took me ages and ages to sort it out and re-set the passwords. Can’t he do something with Nick?”

“Your brother’s studying, and anyway, Basil is more your age. I’m sure Aisha and Jun won’t mind. They have younger brothers and sisters,” her mother replied.

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Mum, Basil really is horrible. He thinks he knows everything. He’s such a show-off, and he’s always whining and complaining.”

“Come on, Miss Sophie Jones, it’ll only be for a few hours, just until your father and I get back from the football. I know you find Basil irritating, but he is really quite a clever boy, and I think you’ll find that he’s just trying to impress you. But if he causes any major problems while we’re out, get Nick to take care of it.”

Sophie shook her head and sighed, knowing she couldn’t argue with her mother, and knowing that Nick would have his head buried in his books or computer and would be no help at all.

“Alright Mum, but if Basil is too awful, I want you to promise that you won’t make me have him again.”

“We’ll see,” her mother smiled. “Aunt Rose will be dropping him off at about two o’clock.”

“Yuk!” Sophie grimaced, thinking about her pest of a cousin. “My whole weekend will be ruined.”

Aisha and Jun arrived just after lunch, ready to make a start on their group history project. Dressed in the usual jeans, Aisha wore a green jacket over a pale pink tee-shirt. Her black hair was drawn off her face and braided into a single long plait. Jun, who wasn’t fussy about his clothes, wore faded jeans, an old blue jacket and a baggy grey and white striped tee-shirt. His straight black hair was cropped quite short.

Sophie, still feeling a bit grumpy about her cousin coming to stay, took her friends into the family room so that they could spread their work out on the big dining table.

“I’m sorry, but we have to put up with Basil this afternoon. I couldn’t get out of it,” Sophie moaned to her friends. “He’ll be here soon, but I’ll tell him to stay in the lounge and watch TV so that he doesn’t bother us.”

“He’s not that bad,” Jun said, looking up from his lap-top. “He didn’t bother us too much when we saw him a couple of months ago.”

“You’ve forgotten how really annoying he was. Remember, he kept hitting that tennis ball against the back wall. Thump, thump, thump. It drove us mad,” Sophie reminded Jun.

“And what about when he kept poking the cat. It served him right when she bit him,” Aisha joined in.

They all laughed as they recalled the incident. The cat had run off and hidden under a chair, and Basil had sat and sulked for ages, making a huge fuss about his slightly marked finger.

“Oh well, we’ll just have to put up with him and hope he doesn’t annoy us too much,” Sophie said as she opened her laptop.

A few minutes later they heard Sophie’s mother call out from the front of the house.

“Sophie, Basil’s here!”

The three friends heard voices at the front door, and a few seconds later Sophie’s father appeared with her cousin.

Basil stood in the doorway. A slight figure, almost as tall as Sophie, with short spiky brown hair, brown eyes and slightly freckled fair skin. His expression was friendly and eager. He liked to wear trendy clothes, and was dressed in blue jeans, a light grey hooded sweater, black tee-shirt and dark lace-up boots. He held an iPad under his arm.

“If I didn’t know better,” Sophie thought, “You’d think he was a little angel”.

“Here he is. Looking forward to the weekend, aren’t you Basil?” Sophie’s father said. “Sophie, your Aunt Rose says hello. She couldn’t stop as she’s running late, but she’ll see you tomorrow. Your mother and I are leaving now as well, and we’ll sort Basil’s things out when we get back. Nick’s upstairs if you need him. So, behave yourselves, and we’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Bye Uncle Max.” Basil smiled at his uncle, and then turned and smirked at Sophie and her friends.

“Bye Dad. We’ll be fine. See you soon.” Sophie glared at Basil as her father left the room.

They heard the front door close.

“What are you doing?” Basil asked as he moved towards the table where Sophie and the others had their school work spread out.

“We’re doing a school project on myths and legends, and we need to concentrate, so you’ll have to go to the lounge room and watch TV, or play on your iPad for a while. Probably until Mum and Dad get back,” Sophie said as firmly as possible, hoping Basil would go away.

“Bossy as always,” Basil sniffed. “Anyway, I want to stay here. I know all about myths and legends, and magic and stuff. I bet I know more than any of you about Merlin the Magician, and King Arthur and his knights. Have you looked on the internet? I can show you some good sites.”

Sophie groaned. “Of course we’ve looked on the internet. And no Basil, you can’t help. We just want to do it ourselves. If you won’t leave us alone for a while, I’ll have to go and get Nick.”

“Okay. I’ll go,” Basil said reluctantly, and poked his tongue out at Sophie and her friends. The one thing he didn’t want was his much older and bigger cousin coming down to interfere.

“Thank goodness,” said Sophie, as Basil took himself off up the hallway to the lounge room. “Now we can get on with the project without that pest.”

Whilst Sophie and Aisha chatted about what to put in the main sections of their project, Jun searched through his files for some computer graphics. They could hear the sound of the TV coming from the lounge room, and were thankful that Sophie’s cousin seemed to have settled down. But they were wrong.

Suddenly, Basil burst into the family room looking quite frightened.

“Sophie. Everyone. Come quick. Something strange is happening in the study. I don’t know how to stop it.”

“What were you doing in the study? You know that’s out of bounds. You’re supposed to stay in the lounge. Is this one of your tricks?” Sophie asked crossly.

“No, no. It’s the sea-chest. You know, grandma’s old one. And I didn’t do anything. You have to come.” Basil tugged at Sophie’s sleeve, and tried to pull her off her chair.

Sophie’s heart sank, and she looked at her two friends. They all knew what was in the sea-chest that Sophie had inherited from her grandmother. It contained the magic game, ‘The Tenth Gateway’.

“Oh no! Basil, what have you done!” Sophie exclaimed, and rushed off to the study, closely followed by Jun and Aisha. Basil trotted behind them.

When they all entered the room they saw that the sea-chest was shaking violently.

“Let me out! Let me out! Sophie, help me! Are you there? Sophie, let me out,” someone shouted from inside the chest.

“I was only having a look,” Basil muttered. “It’s all your fault. I was bored. Anyway, it started all by itself when I touched it.”

“Shhh Basil. I need to listen,” Sophie said as she approached the chest.

“Sophie, it’s me. Let me out,” the voice called out again.

“It sounds like Twig,” Sophie said to the others. “I think I had better open the chest.”

“Sophie, don’t. Something awful might happen. It might be Malefic, trying to trick us,” Aisha pleaded, and held onto Sophie’s arm.

“I don’t think it’s Malefic, because if he managed to get through The Tenth Gateway he wouldn’t be asking for our help,” Jun added in his usual thoughtful way.

“What are you all talking about?” Basil screeched. “Do something!”

The sea-chest continued to shake violently, and the cry for help grew louder.

“I’m going to open it. I’m sure it’s Twig.”

Sophie knelt down next to the chest, and pulled back the bolt that had kept it tightly shut. The top flew open.

A small figure uncurled from where it was crouching inside the chest. He was dressed in a green jacket and baggy pants. His pointed ears poked through his untidy dark hair and he was clutching a large leather bound book. The lid of an old painted box lay next to him, and he looked very upset.

Sophie knew him at once. He was one of the brownies who lived in The Game World, and he had helped her rescue Jun and Aisha from ‘The Pit of Fear’, one of Malefic’s dungeons.

“Twig! I thought it was you. But I don’t understand. How did you get here, and why?”

“You took your time. I was getting worried I’d never get out,” Twig replied, and breathing heavily, he climbed out of the chest onto the floor of the study.

“Eda sent me. Although it was very dangerous, she opened The Tenth Gateway, and here I am. We’ve got a serious problem with Malefic, and Eda needs you to come back with me, and play the game again.”

“But we can’t Twig. If we lose we’ll be trapped in The Game World. We can’t risk it,” Aisha said quickly. She had let Sophie talk her into playing the first game, and now she shuddered as she remembered being held captive by Malefic.

Jun was lost in thought. Unlike Sophie, who often rushed into things, he liked to think things through before making a decision. “I think we need to find out a bit more before we say a definite no. Eda knows the danger we would be in, so I don’t think she would have sent Twig unless she really needed us.”

“Yes Twig. I’d like to know a bit more too,” said Sophie. “Why does Eda want us to play the game again?”

“Sophie, what’s going on? Who is this? I don’t like the look of him. How did he get into the chest, and what’s this about Eda and a tenth gate? Does Uncle Max know anything about it?” Basil rudely interrupted.

“Who is this person?” Twig asked, clearly annoyed by Basil’s rude remarks.

“It’s my cousin, Basil Jones,” Sophie replied. “Don’t worry about him. He’s a bit of a pest, but he’s harmless.”

She frowned at Basil. “If you want to stay, just keep quiet. I’ll explain later.”

“Why does Eda need us?” Sophie turned back to Twig. “She has her magic powers and all the good folk in the game world to help. And I’ve still got the magic book nice and safe.”

“Malefic has managed to increase his powers, and he has taken control of more of The Game World. He hasn’t reached The Tenth Gateway yet, but Eda is worried that the magic she has used to keep him imprisoned in the game may be wearing out. She says that your world could be in grave danger as well. She needs something to divert Malefic whilst she strengthens her powers and reinforces the magic that imprisons him.”

“She can still beat him in a face-to-face battle, can’t she?” Sophie asked, looking quite worried.

“Yes. Eda’s power is still stronger than his, but she is being extra cautious. She has created new ways into and out of our world, but she needs the game to be played to bring Malefic out into the open. You must help us.” Twig looked anxiously at the three friends.

None of them had noticed that Basil had starting to poke around in the sea-chest.

“What’s this old book?” he asked, as he lifted it out of the chest.

“Basil, give it to me at once!” Sophie snatched The Book out of his hands. “You don’t know what might happen.”

“Well, have it if you want. It doesn’t look very special to me. And it’s probably not worth very much anyway,” Basil sneered.

“Now look what you’ve done!” Sophie cried out as the book flew out of her hands, and rested on the floor rug nearby. It fell open at page one.

The colourful illustration of Eda, dressed in her blue cloak and gold slippers, was still there. She looked out at them, her green eyes intense, and her face grim. Her long chestnut hair flowed over her shoulders, and she held her wand by her side.

The Book quivered, and whilst the children stared at the first page, the starting place for the game began to vibrate.

“Do you think it means that The Book wants us to play the game?” Jun asked his friends.

“Yes. Yes. It’s waiting,” said Twig eagerly. “You must hurry. Every moment counts. Malefic may already have done more damage.”

“So, what are we supposed to do now? This is getting really boring.” Basil pretended to yawn.

Sophie was a bit fearful, but excited at the same time that she might be going back to the world of The Tenth Gateway. She looked at the others.

“I think we have to play the game one more time.”







Chapter Two


A Dangerous Game

Sophie looked at her friends. “Okay, everyone, are we going to help Eda or not? I’m ready to play if you all are.”

“I think we’ll be alright,” Jun replied slowly. “We know what’s at the different gateways and what the challenges are. So this time, we’d be ready for Malefic and his goblins.”

“We also know the rules,” Sophie said. “Do not leave the path. Use the charms to help, and consult The Book when needed. Under no circumstances ever give The Book to Malefic.”

“And we’ve solved the puzzles before. Once we all put our heads together, they weren’t too difficult,” Jun added.

“I’m not sure.” Aisha looked very concerned. “I’m still a bit frightened at what Malefic might do to us. But if you’re both sure that he won’t catch us out this time, I’ll play the game again if you really think we should.”

“Sounds like a lot of nonsense to me,” Basil said, looking scornful. “I bet I could play this silly game and beat all of you.”

Sophie ignored Basil. “Let’s get our things ready then.”

She reached into the sea-chest, and lifted out the old painted box which was used to contain The Book. She also removed a leather satchel which was the special bag for keeping the magic book safe. Eda had given it to her at the start of the previous game. Sophie placed the satchel’s long strap over her head so that the bag could rest securely against her hip.

“Everything is still here. Just as we left it.”

The painted box contained a smaller box of silver magic charms, which the children, except for Basil, now knew to be magic.

“Are the lucky charms the same?” Aisha asked, as she opened the smaller box.

“They can’t be exactly,” Jun replied. “Remember, you and I lost the silver chains that Eda gave us, and we had to leave the toy soldier and fairy charms behind.”

He looked through the charms and turned to Sophie.

“Odd. It looks like your horse charm and silver chain of protection have disappeared as well.”

“I’ve been told that any magic pieces used to play the game will only work once,” Twig explained.

“I’ll just have to choose something else then,” Sophie said. “I suppose Eda has a way of making sure that we have the charms that will help us the most.”

She rummaged through the silver charms and picked out an old-fashioned key.

Jun selected a small shield.

Aisha looked intently at the box of charms, not sure what to take. “I’m going to close my eyes and take whichever one I pick up.”

This turned out to be a very small silver signet ring.

“Twig, what about you?” Sophie looked at Twig.

“I’m from The Game World, so the charms won’t work for me. Eda said that as long as I hold onto you, I’ll be able to get back through The First Gateway.”

“Do you think we need anything else?” Sophie asked the others.

“I don’t think so,” Jun replied. “The weather in the game was quite mild, so we’re probably wearing the right clothes. We know what we’re up against, and anyway, we’ve got our magic charms if we need them.”

“There’s no point taking our computers or mobiles. They won’t work in The Game World. And we know the time will be all over the place, so our watches are useless as well,” Aisha said, as she took her watch off and left it on a side table.

Sophie and Jun put their watches on the table as well.

“I haven’t a clue what you’re all talking about, but I’m not wearing a watch anyway,” Basil said with a sulky voice.

“I think we’re ready now. Let’s place the charms on The Book and start the game,” Sophie said, as she sat down cross-legged near The Book. The others, except for Basil, joined her.

“What about me? You’ve got to let me play too, or I’ll tell Uncle Max and Aunt Laura how mean you are,” Basil complained loudly.

“You can play if you don’t mess around, and do what I say. And no showing off,” Sophie said, as she didn’t want Basil telling her parents about their secret game.

Basil, looking sullen, shuffled over to where the three friends and Twig now sat on the floor with The Book open in front of them.

“Okay,” he mumbled, as Sophie and Aisha made way for him in their small circle. He looked at the remaining silver charms and picked out what looked to be a Viking warrior. “What do I do with this?”

Sophie pointed at the first page.

“There, where it says ‘PLACE CHARMS HERE’. We all place our charms on the page at the same time, and the game will start.”

Basil shrugged his shoulders, and squeezed in to sit between Aisha and Sophie.

“Is everyone ready?” Sophie asked. “Don’t forget to hold hands. Here we go!”

The four children placed their charms on The Book, and then they all quickly grabbed hold of each other’s hands. Twig grabbed hold of Sophie and Jun.

This time, the three friends knew what to expect, so they weren’t scared when a bright flash from Eda’s wand lit up their small circle, and they were covered in a white mist. There was a loud humming noise, and an unseen energy force picked them all up and whirled them around and around. Only Basil looked frightened.

Sophie yelled at Basil over the humming.

“Basil, don’t worry. We’re okay. It’s the start of the game, and it’ll only last a little while. We’ll be in The Game World shortly.”

“It’s making me giddy. I think I’m going to be sick!” Basil shouted back, looking a bit green.

“Don’t you dare!” Aisha tugged crossly at Basil’s hand. “We’re almost there.”

The rapid spinning stopped, and the circle of children and Twig gently floated to the ground, and onto a wide red brick path. They waited for the white mist to clear so that they could see where they were.

However the mist didn’t lift, and they continued to be blanketed in a now thick greyish white fog. They could just see each other and The Book, which lay in the middle of their small circle, but nothing else.

The charms were scattered on the path next to The Book. Sophie and Jun picked theirs up and zipped them safely into their jacket pockets.

“Basil, the charms are part of the game,” Aisha said as she picked up her charm and tucked it away. She then handed Basil his. “Keep it safe until you need it.”

“If you say so,” Basil said ungraciously. He took his charm, and stuffed it into a very small side pocket inside his jacket.

Everyone stood up.

“We need to get our bearings, but I can’t see anything,” Sophie said as she peered into the mist. “Twig, do you know where we are? This isn’t the Enchanted Garden where we arrived last time.”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Twig looked sheepish. “Eda has had to change the game a little bit. She has to protect the portals into and especially out of The Game World, so she has hidden the world of gateway one and changed the location of The Tenth Gateway.”

“Is Eda going to meet us, and tell us what she wants us to do?” Jun asked.

“Mmmm. She didn’t say. But she did give me something to give to you if she couldn’t be here to welcome you.”

Twig reached inside his jacket, and pulled out a small parchment scroll tied with string. He gave it to Sophie.

Sophie untied the string and unrolled the scroll. It contained a brief letter written in old fashioned script. She read it out to the others.

My very dear friends

If you are reading this you know that I have been unable to reach you. Malefic’s powers have increased, and we are all now under threat. I have changed the game as much as I can to confuse him, but his magic has grown stronger, and he has managed to unlock many of the gateways. He is now in control of five of the game worlds and others are in danger. To defeat him, I must get him to leave the protection of his fortress and meet me near The Tenth Gateway. He will come if he thinks he can win and get hold of The Book.

Eda

“It looks like we’re on our own for now,” Sophie said to Twig and the others.

“Some game. Stranded in a fog,” Basil muttered, feeling better now that his dizziness had passed. “Anyone going to come with me to have a look at this place?”

“Be quiet Basil, until we work this out. And don’t move. If you leave the path you could be hurt. We don’t know what’s in the mist,” Sophie warned her cousin. She was already feeling sorry that she had let him join in the game.

Jun looked at Twig.

“Eda herself has mentioned that the game has been changed. Apart from the entry and exit portals, are there many other changes that we need to know about?”

“There might be a few,” Twig replied, now looking very embarrassed. “I thought if I told you, you might not come.”

Jun was usually very tolerant, but he was quite annoyed by Twig’s response.

“I’d like to know if any of the rules have changed, like, will the pathway still protect us and lead us through the different worlds? That’s pretty important,” Jun said.

“Yes, but the worlds have shifted, and I’m not sure what the challenges are, or if the gateways are the same. All I know is, that Eda has to regain control over The Game World. She has to fight Malefic again, and strengthen the magic which keeps him imprisoned.”

“I knew we shouldn’t have come,” Aisha shivered, looking very miserable. “This place is awfully cold and damp, and we can’t see anything. We don’t even know if there’s a gateway out of here. And what’s Malefic up to? Where is he? He could be watching us at this very moment.”

“What have you done?” Basil squeaked, staring at Sophie. “I thought you said you knew how to play this game, and that we’d be alright. But we’ve been tricked into coming here by this odd creature Twig, and Eva or Eda whatever her name is, and we’ve ended up nowhere.”

“You don’t know anything,” Sophie snapped back. “I don’t like this place any more than you do, but we’re better off than last time. We’ve met Malefic and his goblins and are ready for them. We have the magic book to guide us. We know how to use the charms, and we’re good at solving the puzzles together.”

“I’m sorry if everyone’s worried,” Twig said, feeling bad that they were all upset. “But I know Eda is confident that you will succeed.”

“Well, we know we can’t go back the way we came. We just have to work out how to get out of here, and then we’ll know what to do when we see the next world,” Jun said.

“Great one Jun. That makes me feel a lot better!” Basil crossed his arms, and frowned at the others. “Can someone tell me what this stupid game is all about. What are we actually trying to do?”

“We’re trying to reach The Tenth Gateway,” Aisha started to explain. “Think about Snakes and Ladders. The game’s a bit like that. We can only go forward if we stay on the path and meet the different challenges in each world. The biggest problem of all is Malefic. His aim is to overpower us and get hold of The Book.”

Aisha took a deep breath and continued.

“If we leave the path or fail, we’ll end up somewhere really awful, and maybe even be trapped here forever.”

“That’s just great,” Basil yelped. “And what’s so special about this stupid book? Why don’t we just give it to him, and get out of here?”

“The Book activates the magic portal into and out of The Game World. If Malefic gets hold of The Book it has to help him, and he’ll be able to use it to get through The Tenth Gateway,” Jun added.

“But The Book needs to be given to him. He can’t just take it. The Book belongs to Sophie, and that’s why he uses his magic to create ghastly creatures, and all sorts of horrible tricks so that she will forced to give it to him,” Aisha explained.

“Talking about The Book, I think we’ve wasted enough time for now. We need to see what it says, and I hope it works the same way as it did in the last game, or we’ll be in trouble,” Sophie said. She leant over The Book, and turned to the page for the world of gateway one.

There was nothing there. The page was blank except for a picture of gateway two at the bottom of the page. All five of them stared at the page, and were relieved when the familiar spidery print began to form words that would help them work out what to do.

This place is secret and hidden from sight

But the gate has been opened, so go to the light

Do not be afraid, throw yourself in

Now is the time for the game to begin.

“Right. It seems like The Book has opened The Second Gateway for us. Can anyone see a light?” Sophie closed the book, put it into her satchel, and stood up.

They all stared into the thick mist. In a few seconds a faint blurry light appeared. It seemed quite close.

“We don’t know how wide this path is, or what would happen if we fell off into this mist, so I think we’d better go in single file.” Jun said.

The others nodded in agreement, and they set off after Jun, walking very slowly and carefully towards the faint light.

When they reached it, they saw that it was actually a softly lit hole floating suspended in the mist.

The hole was about waist high, and Jun and Sophie peered in. They could see nothing but a grey swirling funnel.

“I suppose The Book means that we have to jump into this. It doesn’t look much like a gateway but, as usual, we don’t have a choice if we want to keep playing. I’ll go first,” Jun offered.

“I’m not going into that thing!” Basil screeched. “For all we know it’s like a black hole in space. We’ll be sucked into nothing, and be lost forever!”

“You can stay here if you want to, but I’m leaving. Here goes!” Jun shouted, and he leapt head first into the hole and disappeared.

“Bye, bye, Basil,” Twig and Aisha said at the same time, and then they both dived into the swirling hole.

“It’s my turn now,” Sophie said to Basil. “Calm down, and follow me. You won’t get hurt.”

She too disappeared into the misty whirlpool.

“I don’t believe this,” Basil muttered to himself. “I must be having a bad dream.”

However, he didn’t want to be left alone in the grey mist, so, gritting his teeth, and squeezing his eyes shut, he leapt after Sophie.







Chapter Three


At the Minstrel’s Camp

After jumping into the swirling hole, Jun found himself being pulled head first by an invisible force. He was sliding downwards very fast, and couldn’t see anything but the grey mist.

Without warning, he was catapulted out of the funnel, and he fell heavily onto a small grassy area surrounded by a high rock wall. There was a chilly breeze, and the dark clouds overhead cast grey shadows across the landscape.

Almost immediately, Jun was joined by Aisha and then Twig. Next, Sophie shot out of the hole and fell onto the soft grass. A few seconds later they all heard a loud squeal, and Basil then flew out of the hole and nearly landed on top of Jun.

“Is everyone alright? No broken bones I hope,” Sophie asked the others as she stood up. She checked her clothes to see if anything had been torn, or if the charm had been lost in the headlong slide. But everything was alright, and The Book was still safe in its satchel.

“Yep,” Jun and Aisha both replied, slowly getting to their feet.

“That was certainly a fast ride,” Twig looked a bit stunned. “No bones broken, but perhaps a few bruises.”

“No thanks to you, I’m alright, but I could’ve been hurt,” Basil grumbled at Sophie. “What are we meant to do now?”

“Basil, don’t be such a pain. You heard what Aisha said,” Sophie retorted. “We have to stay on the red brick path or risk being captured and lose the game. It’s important that we stick together.”

“I can’t see any path,” Basil twisted his neck to look around.

“He’s right, where is it?” Jun looked concerned. “The hole’s disappeared, and we’re surrounded by a rock wall.”

“I can see a narrow gap in the rocks. It looks big enough for us to squeeze through. But stay here while I have a look and see if it’s the way out. I’ll use my power of invisibility to check if it’s safe.” Twig said.

He snapped his fingers and disappeared.

“Wow! That’s impressive.” Basil looked astounded.

“Last time, the world of gateway two was a make-believe village, and Slithe and Weezle tried to trap us. I wonder if it’s still there, and if there are any more goblins lying in wait?” Aisha said.

“Who are Slithe and Weezle?” Basil asked.

“Two of Malefic’s evil goblin servants,” Aisha replied.

Before the others could add any further information, Twig reappeared.

“It is not looking good,” he said. “The path starts up again on the other side of this wall, but it is quite overgrown and damaged, and runs through a swamp. I could see a puff of smoke in the distance, but that’s all. If there are any goblins about, they are well hidden, and I couldn’t see any gateway from where I stood. I only hope that it is not Serpent Swamp. I’ve heard that it’s been in other games, and that the serpents come out to feed at sunset.”

“Just in case it is this Serpent Swamp, it’s nearly sunset, so we better hurry up and get across it. I don’t feel like being sucked into a swamp and eaten by a serpent.” Basil pulled a face.

“It sounds much worse than the make-believe village. I hope The Book knows how to help us get through the game, just like before,” Aisha said.

“Yeah. Last time the world of gateway two looked okay, but it was evil. This world looks bad right from the start, and Malefic’s not even trying to hide his control of it,” Jun agreed. “At least Eda’s placed a much stronger seal over the entry portal, and Malefic wasn’t waiting to ambush us when we arrived. I hate to admit it, but Basil’s right, we need to get out of here as soon as possible. Let’s have a look at the clues so that we can get going.”

Everyone looked at Sophie who had already taken The Book out of the satchel, and had turned to the page for the world of gateway two.

The page was blank. No illustrations, no words, nothing!

Jun, Aisha, and Twig crowded around Sophie and they all stared at the empty page. Basil peered over their shoulders curious to see what was happening.

“Why are you all looking at a blank page?”

As Basil spoke, words in the familiar gothic script gradually appeared, but they were very faint.

You have entered a world that is strange to me

Evil’s at work, and the way ahead I cannot see

Gates have opened and many have gone through

But it will take a while to say what is true

You must continue the game, and all must play

And soon I will help to find the best way.

“The Book can’t help! Something’s gone wrong, and it can’t tell us what we need to do.” Sophie was shocked by what she had read.

“Oh dear! Malefic must have gained much more power that we thought.” Twig was also horrified. “There really is no more time to lose. Eda will be in grave danger if Malefic strengthens his enchantment over The Game World even more. And if he brings his army of evil creatures together, I’m not sure that Eda and the good folk will be able to protect The Tenth Gateway.”

“This game’s getting weirder every minute,” Basil butted in. “First, we landed nowhere. Then we had to go on some sort of crazy ride. Now the famous book that was going to help us is broken. What next I wonder?”

“Basil, I think it’s time you stopped being so difficult,” Jun replied. “We all need to cooperate. We have to make Malefic reveal himself so Eda can defeat him, and we also have to get ourselves through the game safely and back home. I’m sure The Book will help us again soon. It probably just needs to scan the game to check out how it’s been changed, and then re-programme itself.”

“Yeah! Whatever,” Basil shrugged and looked sullen, but he didn’t say anything else.

“Let’s get through this world, and then I’ll check it again,” Sophie said. “Remember that it was Eda who created The Book to activate the magic game. She knows more of its secret magic than Malefic does, so I’m sure she’ll be able to trick him again and make sure he stays imprisoned,” Sophie said, sounding much more confident than she felt.

Sophie returned The Book to the satchel, which she again slung over her shoulder.

“Come on everyone. The path looks pretty uneven, so be careful. The gate can’t be too far. Basil, you stick close to me and Aisha, and try not to fall into the swamp.”

“Aye, aye, captain.” Basil gave Jun a mock salute. However he seemed to have calmed down.

They all squeezed through the narrow opening in the rock, and set off along the mossy and overgrown path. Jun led the way, followed closely by Basil. Aisha went next, then Sophie, and finally Twig.

Whilst it wasn’t raining the air felt cool and damp, and the daylight was rapidly fading.

Half way across the swamp the ground beneath the path moved, and the swamp on either side of it began to froth and bubble.

“Quick, hurry up. I think the serpents are coming!” Twig yelled in fright.

“Stay on the path, and run!” Jun yelled back.

“Oh no! This is awful!” Basil squeaked twisting his head to take a look. “They’re coming!”

Behind them, the serpents’ heads began to appear, followed by their long sinuous bodies. They were covered in brown scales. Their heads were large and round, with enormous bulging yellow eyes with black pupils. Their mouths were wide open showing vicious sharp teeth, and long forked tongues. They hissed loudly and moved rapidly towards the path, their mouths snapping as they tried to catch their prey.

Everyone began to run as fast as they could. Luckily the swamp wasn’t as big as they had first thought, but the serpents were almost upon them.

Jun was the first to reach the edge of the swamp. A few seconds later, Basil pushed past him panting heavily, and Aisha quickly followed. Jun looked behind to check what was happening. The swamp was alive with dozens of serpents. He was horrified to see the serpents’ snapping jaws were just a few meters away from Twig and Sophie’s legs as they reached the edge of the boggy ground. Jun grabbed Sophie’s arm and hauled her to safety, and Twig leapt after her. The serpents were hissing and waving their heads. Their jaws were wide open, but they didn’t leave the swamp.

The five travellers, all a little breathless, hastily moved away from swamp, well out of reach of the snapping jaws. Looking back, they saw the serpents disappearing into the bubbling swamp.

“Whew, that was a close call.” Basil puffed out his cheeks in relief.

“I think we’d better keep moving. It’s almost dark, and we don’t know if the serpents leave the swamp at night in search of food. Best not to be anywhere close,” Sophie said.

After a short distance, the swampy area gave way to solid ground densely covered in low scrubby trees and short patchy grass. The path twisted and turned amongst the trees making it difficult to see what lay up ahead. It was still broken in places, but it was now dry, and much easier to walk on than before.

The early shadows of the night had crept throughout the woodland, and the temperature had dropped. Everyone was glad that they were wearing warm jackets.

“Did you see that?” Basil had stopped abruptly, and was pointing into the trees.

“I can’t see anything.” Sophie shook her head.

“Me neither,” Aisha said.

“What was it?” Jun asked

“I don’t know, it was a dark shape moving behind the trees,” Basil replied. “Do you think it’s some sort of horrible night creature?”

“I can see it!” Twig called out, and pointed at the woodland up ahead.

Everyone looked again, and in the dim light they could just make out a small cloaked figure darting from tree to tree.

“It could be one of Malefic’s goblins,” Sophie said to the others.

“I can’t see it anymore,” Jun said. “Whoever, or whatever it was, has now gone. Let’s just tread carefully, and hope we can find somewhere safe to stop for the night.”

The trail of smoke that they had seen in the distance from the swamp had disappeared behind the trees. However, the smell of burning branches and leaves had become quite strong, indicating that a fire was quite close by.

“That’s odd, I can hear music,” Aisha said. “That’s very strange, isn’t it, in a place like this?”

“It could be fairy folk. They like music, just like us brownies,” Twig replied.

The small group turned a corner, and the path now entered a clearing. They were surprised to see a man sitting on a log around a camp-fire in front of a rough single-room hut. He was playing a small lute. The path continued close by the fire, and disappeared into the wood on the other side of the clearing.

The man stopped playing and looked up. He wore a long blue tunic over a white linen shirt, long brown woollen trousers and ankle length leather boots. A dark blue hood hung down his back and around his shoulders, and a red cloak lay on the ground near the fire.

“Welcome all. I have drawn a circle around the camp, and it will protect any who stay within it. Come closer, and warm yourselves by the fire. You have come through Serpent Swamp, and I would like to know your story.”

The man’s voice was quite soft, and he beckoned the children with the wave of his hand.

As they approached they could see his face was tanned, with heavy lines around his mouth and brown eyes. His black hair, streaked with grey hung to his shoulders. His face was clean-shaven with a largish nose and, as he raised his hand, they saw that fingers were long and thin with well-kept nails.

“Good evening,” Jun spoke on behalf of the others. “We’d be happy to tell you our story, but first, if you don’t mind, we’d like to know who you are, and how you happen to be here.”

“Ah, I can see you are a clever boy, and wise to be careful of strangers,” the man replied.

“My name is Morgan, and I am a wandering minstrel. I travel across the worlds, playing my music, telling my stories, and sometimes, if the omens are with me, glimpsing the future.”

“But why are you here? There’s no one to hear your music, or your stories,” Sophie asked, sounding very suspicious.

“I did not know that when I passed through the gateway into this world. I felt the close presence of life, but when I saw the swamp I knew I had to turn back. So I decided to camp here for the night before returning along the way of all travellers. Now you are here, so I was right to come,” Morgan murmured.

“All we can tell you is that we’re playing a game that takes us along a path through nine worlds and ten gates. We have to solve any challenges or problems we may meet along the way, so that we can reach The Tenth Gateway and finish the game.”

Sophie did not want to reveal too much about who they were, and what Eda had asked them to do.

“But if you can see into the future, you’d know all that, wouldn’t you?” Jun said to the minstrel.

“I have heard of The Tenth Gateway, but I have not yet been there. My travels have taken me through worlds which are open to wandering musicians and jongleurs. But I have not gone to any worlds whose gates are closed to folk like me. And you are right. As I told you, I sensed your presence. I also sense that you are troubled, and are seeking answers. Perhaps I can help you.”

The minstrel leaned forward and poked the fire. Flames shot up, and the children and Twig jumped back.

Night had fallen, and Morgan’s face was now in shadow. He watched the newcomers, and waited for their answer.

The children and Twig huddled together, and whispered amongst themselves. Even Basil joined in.

“I can just see the circle. The path is cutting across it.”

“Circles are meant to protect you from evil forces.”

“Can we trust him?”

“He didn’t mention Malefic.”

“He’s not a goblin.”

“We need to stay somewhere tonight.”

“Perhaps he can tell us what’s up ahead.”

“Let’s trust him for now, but we’ll have to watch him at all times.”

“Well Morgan, we thank you for your offer of help,” Jun addressed the strange man. “We’d like to sleep here tonight, and we’d also like you to tell us about The Third Gateway, and what lies beyond this world. You said you passed through the gate to get here.”

“First of all, you are within a circle of protection, so don’t worry, you are safe for the moment. You are most welcome to share my bread, and to stay with me this night. What lies ahead, who truly knows? But come, come as close as you can, and I will look into the fire and see what it foretells.”







Chapter Four


The Goblin Settlement

Morgan stared into the flames.

The friends came and sat as close as they could to the campfire, ready to flee if need be. They weren’t sure yet if Morgan was good and under Eda’s protection, or bad, and ready to do Malefic’s mischief.

Morgan took some red powder out the small leather pouch that he had tied at his waist and threw it into the fire. The fire sizzled, and once again flames leapt into the air. Morgan stared at the dancing flames. His eyes closed, and he looked to be in a trance. He then began to chant in a low voice.

I see a world ahead that you have seen

A place where you have already been

But changed it is and safe no more

You cannot rest there like before

All is danger, it is at every gate

Take extra care, as you are the bait

Evil surrounds, its face unknown

Mistrust all that befalls, as the menace has grown

Morgan paused. The fire-light gave his face an eerie glow. His eye-lids fluttered and his voice deepened.

Betrayal and capture do await

Be very careful at every gate

“What’s he talking about? It sounds like a lot of gobbledegook to me,” Basil muttered.

“He’s telling us what’s going to happen to us, and it doesn’t sound very good,” Jun replied.

Morgan opened his eyes. He stared at the small group.

“Well?”

“You told us that there’s a lot of danger up ahead, but we knew that already,” Sophie replied. She didn’t want to mention Malefic just in case she gave away Eda’s plan.

“Some bad things are going to happen, but you didn’t say what,” Twig said.

“We saw something behaving strangely in the woods on our way here. You didn’t tell us anything about that,” Aisha joined in.

“You didn’t tell us how we can get through any of the gateways,” Jun added.

“And you didn’t say anything about gateway three,” Basil piped up. He was beginning to understand how the game was played.

“I didn’t need to go into a trance to tell you about that,” Morgan said. “The gate is open to all who can pass.”

“What do you mean?” Jun asked.

“This is a game involving challenges, so I cannot tell you more than that. Although I will help you. You will see how in the morning. Now I am tired, and it is time to rest.”

With these words, Morgan lay down next to the fire, covered himself with his cloak, and immediately fell asleep.

“How frustrating. He was almost useless. At least The Book gives us clues that we can work out.” Sophie was annoyed.

“I’m glad that we’re safe though. We can stay here and find out what he meant in the morning,” Aisha said. “I don’t know about all of you, but I don’t want to go any further in the dark. We don’t know what’s out there.”

“Yeah, we don’t know what that thing was in the wood. It could be waiting for us to go the wrong way, and then pounce! Grrr!” Basil raised his arms and growled like bear, trying to frighten Aisha.

“Stop it Basil. We need to look out for each other, not play silly games,” Sophie said to her cousin.

Whilst the others were talking, Jun left the fireside to check out the hut. There was no door, only a narrow opening. The light from the fire helped, but it was very difficult to see what was inside.

“It’s seems alright,” Jun told the others as he knelt down and touched the floor. “It’s dry, and it’s got clean straw on the floor. It’ll have to do.”

He lifted a leather flask hanging from a wooden peg near the doorway. He took out the stopper and sniffed. He then took a small sip to check the contents.

“It looks like Morgan’s left us a flask of fresh water to drink. There’s enough here for all of us.”

The others joined him inside the hut, and they shared the water around, grateful to have something to drink. They then lay down and prepared themselves for a very uncomfortable night. Sophie put her arms around the satchel and hugged it tightly to make sure The Book was safe.

What they didn’t know was that Morgan had put a sleeping potion in the water, and within minutes they all fell into a deep sleep.

They woke at sunrise, but Morgan had already gone, and the fire was cold.

“He tricked us!” Basil squeaked. “Now we won’t know anything that can help us.”

“At least he’s left us something to eat and drink,” Aisha said, pointing at some flat bread and hard cheese, and another flask, lying on a stone near the cold fire.

“There’s also something underneath the stone,” Sophie said.

She walked across to the stone, bent over, and pulled out a ragged piece of parchment about ten centimetres square. On it was a rough drawing of a black feather.

“What do you think it means?” she asked the others.

“I remember the Inn of the Black Feather near Malefic’s fortress in the world of gateway eight,” Twig said. “Maybe it’s a sign that we have to go there.”

“Or maybe it’s a warning, and it means don’t go there,” Jun replied.

“Maybe it doesn’t mean the inn at all,” said Aisha. “The gateway worlds are now different, and the inn may not even exist.”

“Lots of maybes. Who knows what the old villain meant,” Basil said. “That crazy minstrel didn’t tell us anything helpful, and he gave us a sleeping potion so that he could escape. I wouldn’t trust anything that he said or did.”

“He didn’t seem evil, and we haven’t been harmed. And he did make sure we stayed within a magic circle of protection.” Sophie looked thoughtful. “Maybe this is one of our challenges. To work out what this is for.”

“I think I agree with you,” Jun said, as Sophie handed him the piece of parchment for safe-keeping. “We’ll take it with us, and we might work it out or, once The Book fixes itself, it might be able to help us understand what it means.”

He folded the parchment, tucked it into his jacket pocket, and closed the zip.

Everyone quickly tidied their clothes and ate their simple breakfast. Taking a risk, they drank some water out of the second flask that Morgan had left. Twig tried it first to see if anything bad would happen. Nothing did, so they each took a few gulps.

It was time to go.

“Stay close together. We don’t know what’s at The Third Gateway,” Jun said, stepping onto the path.

The path continued to twist its way through the woodland, and the morning was overcast and dreary. The children hadn’t gone far when they glimpsed the remains of a stone wall through the trees. It was about twenty meters away. Jun held up his hand to warn the others to stop so that they could make sure it was safe before they went any further.

“There’s not much wall left, but I can see an open archway which could be the gate, and I don’t think there’s anyone…” Jun was unable to finish his sentence.

“Yes, there’s something there!” Sophie interrupted. “Look!”

A small figure, covered in a dark hood and long cloak, ran out from under the cover of the trees, dashed up to the wall, and disappeared through the arch.

“I reckon it’s the same creature that we saw yesterday. It’s probably been watching us, waiting for the best moment to lure us to our doom,” Basil said, and leered at Aisha.

“Basil, I’ve told you to stop trying to frighten Aisha. And anyway, the creature could be keeping out of sight because it doesn’t trust us,” Sophie said.

“Well, whatever it is, it went through the gate easily enough. Let’s see what’s there.” Jun set off at a fast jog, and the others followed.

As they approached the arch they saw that the gateway was badly damaged. The gate had been torn off from its hinges, and now lay broken on the ground next to the crumbling wall. The entrance to the next world was wide open.

Jun and Sophie led the way and peered through the gateway. All they could see was an empty blackness.

“Do you think if we just walk through the arch we’ll be in the next world?” Sophie asked Jun.

“Well, we saw the hooded thing go through, and the path leads into it. And we know that we have to follow the path.”

“What if there’s an ambush?” Aisha asked in a quiet voice.

“We have to go through the gate, but let’s go very carefully. I’ll go first, then you Basil. Sophie, you go in the middle to protect The Book, and then Aisha and Twig. Is that alright with everyone?” Jun looked at the others.

“I suppose so,” Basil said grudgingly. “Give me your hands then.”

Basil grabbed hold of Jun and Sophie’s hands. Aisha and Twig came next.

Jun stepped through the arch and was swallowed up by the blackness. Basil saw Jun’s arm and then his own hand disappear as he walked behind him.

“Ugh! I don’t like this,” he exclaimed, as he too quickly disappeared.

Sophie, Aisha and Twig then stepped through the gateway.

Jun was the first to emerge from the cloak of darkness that divided the gateway worlds of two and three. He was immediately followed by the other four.

The morning sun struggled to be seen through a blanket of grey clouds. A chilly breeze caused the children to rub their cold hands together, and hug their jackets closer. They had stepped into another world under Malefic’s control.

Standing on the path, five pairs of eyes quickly scanned what lay in front of them.

Close by, the once thick forest had been cleared to make way for a small settlement which was surrounded by fenced enclosures. There were sheep in some of the paddocks, and cows in the others.

There were about ten huts in the village, all clustered around a large green space. Each hut had its own vegetable plot and chicken coop. One of the huts was much longer than the rest, and grey smoke curled out of a central hole in the thatched roof.

A rough track led from the gateway through the village, out the other side, and then through a valley of thick scrub similar to that of the previous world. The red brick path ran alongside the track.

From where they stood, the children could see a few small, roughly dressed people tending the gardens. The men were wearing brown pants and tunics and wooden clogs. The women brown skirts, and jackets and clogs. All had lank dark hair, and weather beaten faces. They looked very miserable.

As the children took in their surroundings, six goblin soldiers came out of the long hut and marched towards them. Helmets squashed their straggly black hair. They had big lumpy noses and thick lips, and their black eyes were narrow and close together. They wore leather jackets, and their pants were tucked into heavy boots. Each wore a short sword, and carried a long spear in their large hairy hands. They looked ugly and mean.

“Just stay still and wait. They haven’t drawn their swords, or raised their spears, so they may not mean to harm us,” Jun whispered to the others.

“I’m making myself invisible so that I can help if they turn nasty,” Twig murmured, and disappeared.

The small troop of goblins stopped in front of the newcomers so that they barred the way forward. One of them stepped forward and grunted.

“Who are you? I can see there are four of you, not five – lucky for you. We are expecting five dangerous criminals.”

“Whew! Good on you Twig!” Basil murmured to himself.

“What did you say? No talking amongst yourselves until you’re cleared.”

The goblin leader was growing impatient. The troop edged forward, spears now raised, ready to attack if need be.

“Show me your papers? Do you have the authority to pass?”

“Our authority is that we are players of the game and therefore have the right to move through each world,” Sophie said, looking the goblin in the eye.

“What game? We don’t know anything about a game. Show me your authority to pass, or go back the way you came.”

“What are we going to do now?” Aisha whispered in Sophie’s ear.

“Let’s think,” Sophie replied. “Morgan left us that piece of parchment. He said he would help us, so that must mean something.”

“I hope you’re right. I wouldn’t want to go back, and be stuck in that last place,” Basil said gruffly.

“Well, it’s all we’ve got that looks anything like a pass. Let’s give it a try,” Jun said as he took the small piece of parchment out of his pocket, and gave it to the goblin soldier.

The goblin studied it carefully, and after several seconds, handed it back.

“It seems to be in order.”

The children were very relieved, but didn’t want to show it.

“Can you tell us if anyone else has passed through here recently?” Jun asked the soldier. He hoped that they might find out if Morgan had come this way, or even what the mysterious hooded figure was.

“We’re anxious to catch up with some friends if we can,” Sophie added.

“Friends you say. We have seen no one who could be a friend of yours.” The goblin stared at them.

Before Jun could ask if there was another way through the world of gateway three, the goblin soldier, still staring at them suspiciously, waved them on.

“Don’t waste any more of our time. Just keep moving, and don’t stay in the village. This is a border town, and we are here to protect the lands of our master, not help the likes of you.”

The goblin soldiers stood aside to let the four travellers through, and they walked away as quickly as possible. Twig remained invisible. He wanted them all to be as far away from the village as possible before showing himself again.

“Let’s get out of here before they realize that we could be the ones they’re looking for,” Jun said quietly, and increased his pace.

The villagers stopped their work and stared at the four strangers as they walked quickly through the village. The children remained very quiet, and were thankful when they soon reached the woodland on the other side.

They all started to jog. After a few minutes they felt confident that they couldn’t be seen from the village, and that there were no goblin soldiers in pursuit. Twig also felt it was safe for him to reappear.

“Before we reach the next gateway I’m going to try The Book again,” Sophie said. “It should have re-programmed itself by now.”

They all stopped so that Sophie could take The Book out. She placed it on the path and opened it at the page for The Fourth Gateway. Everyone looked at it eagerly.







Chapter Five


A Surprise Attack

The Book fell open at the page for the world of The Third Gateway. Sophie took a quick look at the preceding page, but it was blank. The Book had not been able to retrieve any information.

“It doesn’t matter, because we can’t go back anyway,” she said to the others. “As long as it has enough information to help us get through The Fourth Gateway, we can keep moving forward in the game.”

A faint picture of the children and Twig had now appeared. The magic words were underneath.

The gate lies ahead through which you must go

Although I can see a time of great woe

Malefic brings his forces together

They will meet and plot at The Black Feather

But as for all five, it’s not safe to roam

Fight for your freedom, or you will not reach home

At the gate use your pass, it is step number one

Then unmix the letters and step two will be done.

“That’s meant to be helpful?” Basil sneered.

“Yes, if you know how to read it. Just leave it to us, and we’ll work it out,” Sophie said curtly.

“I think there are four main messages,” Jun said.

“Yes, me too, and I think the first message is just like the minstrel said. We’re going to have a very bad time,” Aisha replied.

Twig frowned.

“If it’s as I thought, ‘The Black Feather’ is the inn we saw in the last game. It’s in the world of The Eighth Gateway, which is Malefic’s stronghold, and he’s using it as a base to plot against Eda.”

“And I think I know what the third message is. It’s going to be really hard to keep us all safe throughout the rest of the game,” Sophie said unhappily.

“I agree with all of that. But first, we have to get through the next gate, and the clue on how to do that is in the final two lines,” Jun said. “We know we have the parchment with the authority to pass, but it’s not enough. We’ll only know what the rest of it means when we get there.”

“Okay. If you’re all so smart, let’s get to this gate and see if you’re right. Although I don’t know why we’re in such a hurry to get through it, seeing that we’ve had two lots of warnings.”

Basil flung the words over his shoulder as he stalked off.

Sophie put The Book away, and with the others, quickly caught up with Basil. No one spoke as everyone was very worried about what lay ahead.

“I can see The Fourth Gateway. There’s someone there. Oh, good. It looks like the hobgoblin from our last game. That’s a relief. He was quite easy to get past,” Jun said, and quickened his pace.

“Hold on! Slow down!” Sophie called out to Jun “There are two people there, not one. Look, it’s that hooded thing. It’s just touched the Hobgoblin’s arm, and now it’s going through the gate. I wonder what it’s up to.”

They approached the gate cautiously. It was open, just like gates two and three.

The hobgoblin was dressed in his brown waistcoat, short pants and hob-nailed boots. He raised his spear and stood in front of the gateway, blocking their entrance. He stared at them blankly.

“Hello. Don’t you recognize us?” Sophie asked.

“He looks a bit like a zombie to me,” Basil said rudely.

“He’s not a zombie, but I think he’s in a trance,” Aisha said.

“Show me your pass,” the hobgoblin said in an expressionless voice. “None may proceed without a pass. Show me your pass.”

Jun took the piece of parchment out of his pocket, and went up to the hobgoblin.

“Show me your pass. None may proceed without a pass. Show me your pass,” the hobgoblin repeated.

“He’s like a robot. He must be under a spell,” Jun said, and handed the hobgoblin the drawing of the black feather.

The hobgoblin looked down at the pass but his eyes didn’t blink. “All is in order,” he said without any expression.

He handed the pass back to Jun.

“You now have the right to give me the password. By the third count.”

He took another scrap of parchment from inside his jacket, stared at it, still without blinking, and spoke.

HET MIET FO HET TREMAS SI GOMCIN

“It’s gibberish!” Basil rolled his eyes, and made a loud sigh.

“Yes, but think of the clue The Book gave us. Unmix the letters,” Jun replied, as he took the parchment out of the hobgoblin’s hand. The hobgoblin didn’t protest, but said tonelessly:

“One.”

“Oh no! I think we’ve got to solve it before he gets to three,” Aisha gasped. “Quick! Quick! Quick! Before he gets to three.”

As she spoke Sophie and Jun were scanning the letters. Basil stood nearby watching them grapple with the strange words.

“What can it mean? What can it mean?” Sophie repeated to herself.

“It’s one of those anagram things. You know, when the letters are all jumbled up, and you have to make new word. I’ve seen my mum do it in word puzzles,” Basil said, sounding pleased with himself.

“Yes, you’re right,” said Jun. “I can see it now. We need to be quick. I’ll do the first three words, Sophie, you the second three, and Basil, you do the last one.”

The three of them examined the letters closely. “Got it!” they all yelled at once.

“Two.” The Hobgoblin said.

“We have the password. We’re giving it to you now,” Jun said and he, Sophie and Basil read out their words in turn:

THE TIME… OF THE MASTER… IS COMING.

As they spoke, Jun returned the piece of parchment to the hobgoblin.

“Three,” said the Hobgoblin staring straight ahead. “You may pass.”

He lowered his spear and moved away from the gateway entrance. He did not look at them again.

“I don’t like the sound of that password,” Aisha said. “Knowing this game, it probably means something horrible.”

All five approached the gate to get a better look at what was on the other side.

From where they stood they could see that the path followed a high stone wall and then disappeared around a sharp corner. They could see that the land sloped gently away from the wall, and then flattened out into a narrow valley ringed by steep hills. Thick clumps of trees dotted the landscape.

“I can’t see where the path leads to from here. All I can see is that it follows the wall for about fifty meters, and then goes around the corner,” said Jun.

“Yeah, everything looks alright to me. I don’t know what that book is going on about,” Basil said sharply.

“This used to be one of the worlds controlled by Malefic,” Sophie told Basil and Twig. “It probably still is, so there’s bound to be something dangerous here to try and stop us.”

“Well, here goes,” said Jun as he stepped through the gate. He called back to his friends.

“All clear. There’s no one here.”

The others quickly joined him.

They were now close enough to see that there were two round defence towers at the top of the wall.

“This wall must be part of a castle,” Jun said. “I wonder if it’s the same one where we met Malefic and Grot. Although we didn’t know who they were at the time.”

“They were in disguise,” Aisha added for the benefit of Basil and Twig. “Malefic pretended to be a young prince, and Dab Nilbog, who we thought was our friend, turned out to be Grot, one of his nasty goblins.”

“What’s that up there?” Basil was squinting as he pointed to the top of the wall.

The other four craned their necks trying to see what he was pointing at.

“It’s that hooded thing!” Basil cried out. “Look, it’s running along the battlements.”

“Hey! You! Stop! Tell us who you are, and why you’re watching us?” Jun shouted.

“It’s no use. It’s gone,” said Sophie.

“It hasn’t attacked us, so maybe it’s just a coincidence that it’s in all the same places as us,” said Aisha.

“I don’t think there are any coincidences in this game. If Malefic still controls this world, then we need to watch out,” Jun replied grimly.

“There’s only one way to find out if this world’s still under Malefic’s spell. We need to see what’s around the corner,” Sophie pronounced, and set off.

They all quickly covered the short distance to the end of the wall, and then stopped.

“Okay. Is everyone ready?” Sophie asked. They all nodded. “Then let’s go.”

They rushed around the corner, and crashed into a wall of eight goblin soldiers who were all carrying rope. They had been expecting the children, and were ready to attack.

Lots of things then happened at once.

Basil and Aisha, knocked over by the collision, lay sprawled near the path.

“Ouch, my head,” Basil muttered, rubbing his right temple.

“Get up, Basil, we can’t let them take us. We’ve got to get back onto the path.” Aisha staggered to her feet and grabbed Basil’s arm, trying to get him to stand up.

But it was too late. Rope lassos were thrown over their heads, and their arms were bound tightly to their sides. Unfortunately, Aisha’s charm fell out of the pocket in her jeans in the scuffle, and was trampled into the dirt by the goblins. Luckily, Basil’s charm remained safe in the small pocket inside his jacket.

While Aisha and Basil were struggling with some of the soldiers, two others went after Twig.

“Quick, get that brownie,” one of the goblins yelled.

Before Twig realized what was happening, and could make himself invisible, a large sack was thrown over his head. Two goblins held him down while another two tied him up.

At the same time, Sophie and Jun, only briefly stunned by the collision, were struggling with two more of the soldiers. The goblin attacking Sophie grabbed the satchel containing The Book, and it fell off Sophie’s shoulder and onto the path. One of the soldiers tried to get past Sophie to grab it.

“No, you don’t,” she shouted, and punched him on the nose. Before he could recover, she kicked him as hard as possible in the shins. The goblin dropped his rope, and held onto his sore nose. He hopped onto his good leg groaning loudly. Sophie then hooked her leg around his ankle and the goblin toppled to the ground. He lay there, stunned by the fall.

“Take that, you nasty thing,” she shouted, as she rescued the satchel.

Jun had also managed to wrestle the other goblin to the ground. He had fallen hard onto his back, and was trying to sit up. Jun pushed him over again. He then managed to quickly tie the goblin’s ankles together with the goblin’s own rope so that he couldn’t stand up.

“Sophie, get the soldier’s rope and tie him up. Quick!” Jun cried.

Sophie grabbed the rope which lay nearby, and quickly bound the other goblin’s ankles together.

Both of the goblins were now hobbled and unable to stand.

Jun and Sophie looked around for the others. They saw two goblins dragging Twig away in the sack. He was struggling wildly and yelling to be let out. Aisha and Basil were being pushed and pulled by two other goblin soldiers. They were being herded towards the large iron gate in the castle wall.

A pony cart, its wooden wheels rattling over the rough cobble stones, came hurtling out of the gate, and pulled up near the goblins and their captives. Fixed to the top of the cart was a large wooden cage.

“Hurry up. Lock them in,” the goblin driver shouted at the soldiers. “And get the other two. They mustn’t escape. The master won’t be happy.”

“We’ve got to get out of here, fast. We’re outnumbered,” Jun shouted out to Sophie. “Come on.”

He and Sophie took off. They ran past the fallen goblins and skirted around the ponies. The goblin driver raised his fists and shouted at them as they sped past.

“We know your tricks. You won’t get far!”

Meanwhile, the other six goblin soldiers were still trying to push their three prisoners into the back of the prison cart.

“Don’t worry about us! They’re only stupid goblins!” Basil yelled out to Sophie and Jun, as he kicked his attackers. “We’ll get away soon, and catch you up!”

“Run for it! We’ll be alright!” Aisha screamed out.

“Make it hard for them,” Twig shouted to Basil and Aisha from inside the sack. “Give Sophie and Jun time to escape and get help.”

“You fools, they’re getting away. Can’t you do anything right!” The driver said angrily as he twisted around to stare at the goblin soldiers and their struggling captives. The two that had attacked Sophie and Jun had recovered from their falls and untied their ankles. They had come to help their comrades get their prisoners into the cart instead of chasing after the two escapees.

Standing at the top of the wall, a small dark hooded figure looked down at what was happening.

“You won’t get away the next time we meet,” he murmured to himself.

Jun and Sophie didn’t look back. They ran as fast as they could along the path without knowing where they would end up. They knew that they could only help the others if they were free.

After about five minutes they changed from a sprint to a jog. There didn’t seem to be anyone in pursuit, and Jun took the chance to look over his shoulder.

“The path’s empty,” Jun said a little breathlessly to Sophie. “I can see all the way back to the castle and I can’t see the cart or the goblins. They must have decided to make sure the others were securely imprisoned before they try to catch us again.”

“I think they know about Twig’s magic powers,” Sophie panted. “That’s why they threw a sack over him so fast. They wanted to catch him before he became invisible.”

“Yeah, they were prepared alright. I know we only got a quick look, but I’m sure the driver was our old friend Grot,” Jun added.

Confident that they were not being followed, the two friends slowed to a fast walk.

The path had led them through the valley, but they now entered one of the thick groves of elm trees they had seen from a distance. Their eyes darted left and right, on the lookout for another ambush. But nothing stirred.

“I think this is where we’ll find the next gateway,” Sophie said as she brushed aside the thick branches that shaded the path.

“Mmm. This place feels very mysterious, so you’re probably right. Watch it!” Jun ducked to avoid a branch that had nearly hit him in the face.

They walked on a bit further, pushing their way through more heavy branches and thick foliage.

“I think we’re here,” Jun announced. Sophie nodded.

In front of the two friends was a small thatched cottage. The path led straight through a closed front door. They couldn’t see inside, as the two small windows were covered by shutters.

“I suppose we’d better knock, and hope that something friendly lives here,” Jun said, as he went up to the front door and knocked. Sophie followed and stood next to him.

A shuffling noise came from inside the cottage, and they heard a soft click. A squinting, watery grey eye appeared at the peep-hole in the front door.

“Who’s there?” a croaky voice whispered.

“Jun and Sophie. We need to follow the path to the next gateway, but it goes through the cottage. Can you let us in? We won’t cause any trouble,” Jun replied.

“Do you have a pass?” the voice croaked again.

“Yes, I’ll show you.” Jun reached inside his jacket and pulled out the piece of parchment with its drawing of the black feather.

“Push it under the door.”

Jun slid the parchment under the door.

He and Sophie looked at each other and waited. They heard the peep-hole close, and then the sound of a door latch being raised.

A bony, wrinkled hand with very long fingers and cracked nails appeared around the corner of the door.

“Come in,” the whispery voice said, and the door slowly opened.







Chapter Six


The Evil Garden

“I’ll go first,” Jun said bravely. “Stay close.”

Leading the way, Jun, with Sophie hanging onto the back of his jacket, stepped cautiously into a poorly lit room. At first they couldn’t see who had let them in. However, their eyes quickly adjusted to the gloom, and they stared at the bent figure standing by the cottage door.

It was a very old woman, wearing a long grey tunic over a rough linen shirt. Her face, with its watery grey eyes, was creased with age, and there were deep lines on either side of her mouth. Her white hair was plaited into two long braids which hung to her waist.

“Welcome to The Fifth Gateway. I have been waiting for you,” she croaked as she shut and latched the door.

Sophie and Jun didn’t like the sound of that.

“Who are you?” Jun asked.

“And how did you know we were coming?” Sophie added.

Both were concerned that their every move seemed to be known by everyone in the game.

“Come. Let us sit. Do not be afraid.” The old woman shuffled over to small round wooden table placed in the centre of a tiny room. On the table was an old candle covered with dripping wax. Around the table were three small stools, two of which stood on the paved pathway. Sophie and Jun felt uneasy that this was more evidence that they were expected.

The old woman sat on one of the stools, and clasped her boney hands in front of her. She watched the children intently.

A large black cooking pot was being heated over an open fire. Nearby was a dresser crowded with pots and rough clay crockery. A small wooden bed, covered with a thin blanket, was pushed up against the opposite wall. The path went through the middle of the room, and through another latched low wooden door.

Not sensing any immediate danger Sophie and Jun sat on the two stools placed on the path, and waited for the old woman to speak.

“I am Albreda, the keeper of The Fifth Gateway. You carried the sign of the black feather, so I opened the door. Here, take it back,” Albreda whispered as she thrust the piece of parchment across the table towards Jun.

Jun picked it up, and pushed it back into his pocket.

“So, this cottage is the world of The Fifth Gateway. It’s very small,” Sophie said, glancing around at the tiny space. She looked at the old woman with continued suspicion. “Why were you waiting for us?” She asked again.

“Morgan, the minstrel, passed this way. He told me to expect two humans carrying the sign of the black feather, and to let them in. He and I have ancient ties, and he helped me once, so I am in his debt.”

Albreda then clasped her hands together and held them to her chin. She paused.

“You are wrong my dears. This room is not the world of The Fifth Gateway. But it is the passage through which you must pass to reach it. The world you are looking for lies beyond that door.”

She raised a boney finger and pointed at the low wooden door.

Jun and Sophie looked at each other, still not sure that they could trust the old woman.

“Do you know what lies behind the door? And how can you help us, and our friends who have been captured by goblins?” Sophie asked, watching Albreda carefully.

The old woman scratched her chin, and squinted at the children.

“My eyes may be old, but they see far. I have seen the next step in the game. You cannot avoid what is waiting for you beyond that door, but you may be safe if you heed my words.”

Her voice was low and croaky and it was difficult to make out the words.

I see you in a world of shadowing night

Running from creatures with teeth that bite

It’s a world of dreams to trap you there

So stay awake and take much care

Do not stop, no matter what

Nothing is real in that terrible spot

Your friends have been taken to Malefic’s tower

They are under his spell and are in his power

Their rescue is hard and not easily done

All will be well if the battle is won.

“There. That’s all I can see for now. And my debt is paid.”

“Thank you. At least we now know where our friends are. And we also know that it’s possible to rescue them, as we’ve been to Malefic’s fortress before.” Sophie said, not liking the crafty look which had appeared in Albreda’s eyes.

“Yes, and we’ll listen to your advice about staying awake and moving quickly through the next world,” Jun added, and stood up.

“Sophie, I think we should go. The sooner we pass through the world of The Fifth Gateway, the sooner we’ll reach our friends.”

Jun also did not like the change that had come across the old woman’s features and manner. Her face looked even uglier and more menacing. Her grey eyes were turning red, and her body was straightening, and becoming thicker.

“Not so fast.” Although still gruff, Albreda’s voice had grown stronger.

The old woman stood up and moved surprisingly quickly around the table and grabbed Sophie’s arm. Despite her age her grip was strong.

“I’d like to see what’s in your satchel. Give it to me,” she snarled.

Sophie did not want the old woman to think that she was frightened, or that she would give up the satchel willingly.

“No! It’s personal. Thank you for giving us advice about the next world, but we have to go now,” Sophie said firmly.

She shook her arm free, and turned quickly away to join Jun at the door to the next world. They had both realised Albreda was one of Malefic’s creatures. Now that her debt to Morgan was paid, her true character was revealed.

The old woman hissed, but she did not come any closer.

“You will not escape the master. He will win this time. He has become too powerful for you, and for those who try to protect you.”

“Come on Sophie. She can’t hurt us while we’re on the path. Let’s go through this door and see what’s there.”

Jun pulled up the latch, and he and Sophie hurried through the door into what they knew was going to be a scary place.

As expected, it was night-time in the world of The Fifth Gateway. There was a very narrow crescent moon, and therefore very little light. They could see that instead of entering a maze, like in the first game, they had entered an overgrown garden. The tall trees formed a ghostly outline in the night sky, and underneath their canopies was a dense tangled mess of weeds, brambles and ivy. Just next to the path, Sophie and Jun could just make out some old raised garden beds made from now rotted wood. The path was narrow and overgrown with creepers.

In this world of shadows it was hard to see what lay ahead.

“Let’s think about what that dreadful old woman said,” Jun whispered, unsure if there was anything lurking in the garden that wished to harm them.

“I suppose we can believe her, as she was fulfilling her promise to Morgan,” Sophie replied. “All I can remember about this place is that we mustn’t fall asleep, nothing’s real, and that we have to keep moving.”

“Yeah, and something about creatures wanting to bite us,” Jun added.

“We can’t consult The Book. It’s too dark, and anyway, we don’t know if it’s fixed itself yet,” Sophie sighed. “As long as we keep moving we should be okay.”

At first the garden had been still, and eerily quiet, but as Jun and Sophie moved cautiously along the path, and deeper into the shadowy world, they could hear strange noises. It was as if the garden, and the things that came out at night had been asleep, and had now woken up.

They could hear rustling in the bushes, loud sighs and something howling in the distance.

“I don’t like this,” Sophie muttered. “The trees and plants seem to be moving and getting closer. Ah! A creeper has just curled itself around my ankle. Ouch, it’s got thorns.”

She bent down to free herself and another creeper caught her arm. Sophie disentangled herself, but several more vines swirled around the path and looked ready to attack

“We’ll have to try and go faster,” Jun said as he and Sophie walked away as quickly as possible to escape the advancing creepers.

The swirling creepers shrank back as the two friends entered an arched walkway. It was covered with a mass of thick vines which blocked out what little weak moonlight there was.

Jun and Sophie picked their way carefully along the dark overgrown path towards an eerie pale green light which had appeared at the end of the arbour. As they got closer they saw that the light was actually a strange, shapeless green creature which hovered above the path. They could just make out hooded eyes, thin lips, and long weed-like straggly hair. Thin green hands reached out of the shimmering light, and scattered some fine green powder into the air. It sparkled as it fell softly onto the path.

The creature spoke with a low sing-song voice.

“You must be tired. So very tired. I have pieces of dreams to give you. They will remove all your cares. So rest, rest. Sleep, sleep and dream. Come, come and taste my dreams.”

Sophie’s eyelids began to close and she felt herself growing very sleepy.

“No, Sophie, stay awake.” Jun shook her arm. “Remember the warning. We can’t go to sleep or we’ll be trapped here. Keep pinching yourself, and keep moving.”

“Yes, yes, of course,” Sophie muttered, and started to pinch her arm. “But how are we going to get past the Dream-maker thing?”

The shimmering Dream-maker scattered more green powder, and continued to chant its hypnotic song.

Jun stared hard at the creature before he spoke.

“I don’t think it’s real, just like Albreda warned us. It’s part of the shadows and fears of the night, and I’m sure we’ll be able to walk right through it. We just need to avoid getting any of that green stuff on us.”

“Alright, let’s go now before it throws any more of it,” Sophie said, trying to ignore the soft voice of the green Dream-maker, which continued to whisper its strange lullaby.

Grabbing hold of each other’s hands, Jun and Sophie shut their eyes and walked straight ahead. They felt nothing as they passed through the green light. Looking back, they saw that the creature hadn’t moved, and that it continued to float over the path. They were relieved that the Dream-maker did not try to follow them, and soon they could no longer hear the whispery voice.

“I hope it’s daytime in the next world,” Sophie said. “This world of shadows is one of the scariest in the game. It’s so dark and spooky, and you can’t see anything properly.”

“I’m worried because we haven’t seen anything that wants to bite us. Unless it was those creepers, but I didn’t see any teeth,” Jun replied. “There could be something awful up ahead.”

“Well, something’s out there. I can hear it howling,” Sophie replied. “Let’s hurry. I don’t want to run into it, whatever it is.”

“Yuk. I’ve just stood in something sticky,” Jun said, as he lifted his foot to see what he’d stepped into. Something gooey clung to the bottom of his joggers.

“Oh. Me too. What is it?”

“I don’t know. It looks a bit like slime. It’s hard to tell in the dark.” Jun peered at the stuff on his shoe.

Suddenly, a gigantic, fat, grey creature that looked like a slug appeared in front of them. It was as big as a large man, and was moving its huge body across the path leaving a trail of thick slime behind it. Two long tentacles waved around its head, searching for food, and it kept opening and closing its sloppy mouth showing its sharp teeth. A small mouse scampered out from the bushes and, frightened, ran towards the slug. The slug opened its mouth, a long red tongue darted out, and the mouse disappeared.

Sensing the possibility of something else to eat, the slug-like creature turned its tentacles towards the children. Horrified, and disgusted by the ugly creature, and not wanting to attract its attention, they stood still, and stayed very quiet.

Another mouse ran out of the garden. The revolting slug moved quite quickly, and its tongue darted out again. The second mouse disappeared.

“Quick. It’s moved off the path. Let’s get past while it’s distracted,” Jun said.

He and Sophie ran past the slug which was swallowing a third mouse, and rushed as fast as they could away from the danger.

“That was awful,” Sophie exclaimed once they were safely out of reach of the slug. “A carnivorous slug with teeth! Let’s hope there aren’t any more of them.”

They rounded a corner. The moon peeped out from behind dark clouds. In the pale moonlight Sophie and Jun saw an enormous dark hound sitting near to what looked like The Sixth Gateway. This time, the gate was shut, and the large animal stood guard nearby.

As they approached, the hound raised its head and howled at the moon. It then stared at the children with its red eyes. The hound showed its fangs, and saliva dripped from its mouth. It growled menacingly.

“Who are you that you dare to come this way? My master does not like strangers, and I am to stop all who come to the gate.”

“Don’t say anything, just edge pass him. Who knows if it’s real or not,” Jun muttered to Sophie. “The gate’s very close, although I can’t see how to open it from here.”

Together, and keeping their eyes on the hound, they began to take small steps towards the gate.

The hound stood up, and began to pad towards the children on its very large paws. It yawned deeply, shook its heavy jowls, and bared its fangs.

“You cannot escape. My master has removed the enchanted latch, and you cannot open the gate. If you try to go back along the path, the Dream-maker is waiting for you, and next time you will not escape. My master will be pleased when I tell him that I have you trapped.”

Jun and Sophie had reached the gate, but they had no way of opening it.

Whilst they stared at it, and wondered what to do, the gate moved towards them. It was slowly opening.

“Quickly! Squeeze through. You’ll be safe,” a voice said from the other side of the gateway.

“Come on, let’s get away from the hound.” Jun grabbed Sophie’s arm, and the two friends rushed through the narrow opening.







Chapter Seven


The Snout’s Hole

At about the same time that Sophie and Jun were squeezing through The Sixth Gateway, Aisha, Basil and Twig were on their way to Malefic’s fortress in the back of the prison cart.

The cart was drawn by two small brown ponies, and was driven by Grot, one of Malefic’s goblin servants. At first glance, Grot had the appearance of a young boy, but on closer inspection his features were rough and ugly. His eyes were small and mean, his nose large, and his lips thick.

Basil and Aisha’s hands were bound behind their backs. It was impossible for them to release Twig who was bundled up in a large sack. They spoke to each other in hushed tones.

“Did Sophie and Jun get away? Are you hurt? And can you see where they’re taking us?” Twig asked.

“Yes, I’m sure they got away,” Aisha replied, her face stiff with shock. “And I’m alright, although I think I’ll have some bruises.”

“I banged my leg when they pushed me into the cart, and the ropes on my wrists are tied pretty tightly,” Basil moaned. “But other than that, if you don’t count being captured by goblins and being taken to who knows where as a problem, I’m okay.”

“I never thought that that this would happen to me twice,” Aisha groaned. “I should never have agreed to play. Why does Malefic want us? We don’t have The Book.”

“Hey, we’ve just entered some sort of a tunnel. It appeared from nowhere,” Basil interrupted Aisha so that Twig would know what was happening.

“It’s quite strange. The walls are that grey misty sort of stuff, and we don’t seem to be touching the ground. It’s almost like we’re flying. Really weird.”

“Where are you taking us?” Twig yelled out to Grot. “What is this place?”

“You’re not so brave now, are you,” Grot grunted over his shoulder. “This is the master’s secret portal between the worlds. Even Eda has not been able to find it. But I’ve said enough. We’ll soon be at the fortress and you, my friends, will be in the dungeons.”

“It’s as Eda feared,” Twig whispered to the others. “But she still has Malefic blocked at The Ninth Gateway, and he doesn’t have the magic book.”

“That old book doesn’t even work properly,” Basil scoffed. “And what’s this about a fortress and dungeons. Aisha, you know about this game, how do we get out of this mess?”

“The Book reveals the clues on how to keep moving through the game. But it only does this for its owner, and that’s Sophie,” Aisha told Basil quietly.

“What! So we need this book to get out of here, and we don’t have it!” Basil was horrified. “And even if we did, it isn’t working properly. I don’t know why I let you all talk me into coming to this place. You knew it wasn’t safe.”

“You wanted to come,” Aisha snapped back, although she was also very worried about their situation. “Once we’re at Malefic’s fortress we’ll wait until Sophie and Jun come to our rescue. And I’m sure Eda wouldn’t have asked us to come if she didn’t have a plan to keep us all safe and get us back home.”

“Basil, you wanted to know about the fortress,” Twig’s voice was muffled by the sack. “It’s Malefic’s main stronghold, and it’s also where he keeps a lot of his prisoners. I think he is using us as bait. By capturing us, he wants to lure Sophie to the fortress and make her hand over The Book.”

“I’m not going to wait around and see if they can rescue us. We could be waiting forever. As soon as we get to this fortress place we should try and find a way out of it ourselves. I’ve still got something up my sleeve.”

Basil had managed to wriggle closer to Twig as he spoke, not wanting Grot to hear what they were talking about.

“I think we’ve reached the end of the tunnel,” Aisha said, as the prison cart suddenly left the gloom of the grey mist, and emerged into the twilight world of The Eighth Gateway.

A dark tower loomed above the barren landscape. The fortress was built from large dark grey stones. It consisted of a central square tower block surrounded by a high defensive wall. The square tower was six storeys high and its few windows were only narrow slits. At the top, placed every few meters along the battlements, the goblin soldiers stood watch.

The three friends remained silent as the cart drew up outside a large iron gate. Outside the fortress walls was a small encampment of goblin soldiers. Two well-armed sentries stood at the gate, checking anyone who came in, or went out of the forbidding castle.

“State your business,” one of the sentries demanded in a gruff voice.

“I’m on the master’s business, and these are his prisoners,” Grot said impatiently, and pointed his thumb over his shoulder at the captives. “Let me through, or the master won’t be pleased.”

The sentries quickly stood aside, and the cart clattered across the cobblestones into the fortress courtyard. Six goblin soldiers clumped noisily up to the cart.

Grot jumped down and went around to open the locked cage.

“Get out you two!” he ordered Aisha and Basil. Hands still bound, they climbed awkwardly out of their prison.

“You’ll have to drag him out, and untie his legs.” Grot pointed at Twig, who couldn’t move. “Don’t let him out of the sack, or he’ll get away.”

Two soldiers climbed into the cart, and untied the rope around Twig’s ankles. They dragged him out of the cart.

“You know where to take them. The master has given his orders,” Grot barked at the soldiers.

With Grot in the lead, Aisha and Basil were marched off towards an arched wooden door in the wall of the tower.

Aisha and Basil saw Twig being pushed towards a small round tower in the fortress courtyard.

“What are you doing? Where are you taking him? He should be with us!” Aisha yelled at Grot.

“Oh, you wouldn’t want to be with him,” Grot sniggered. “He’s going where no one will find him, not even Eda.”

Aisha and Basil looked at each other with dismay, wondering where they were going to end up.

Grot lifted a large metal bolt, and pushed open the heavy wooden door. The soldiers thrust their two captives through the opening, and into the main tower. Aisha and Basil were then marched up several stone steps and into the great hall of the fortress. At the end of the vast room, a still figure sat waiting for them.

“Is that him? Is that Malefic?” Basil whispered to Aisha.

“Yes, that’s him,” Aisha replied, stony faced, as they neared the evil magician.

“He doesn’t look that bad,” Basil replied. He stared at Malefic.

“You can’t trust him. And don’t go by his looks. He is a master of disguise. Best to keep quiet until we know what he plans to do with us,” Aisha said.

Malefic was not wearing his usual black cloak. He was dressed in a white ruffled, shirt and brown velvet waistcoat, brown leather pants and long boots. His fair hair was swept back off his face. Although he looked calm, his black eyes glowed with cunning.

Slithe and Weezle were even uglier than Grot. They stood on either side of the throne-like chair, and, together with their master, watched the prisoners approach.

Grot stopped in front of Malefic and bowed.

“Master, I have brought you two of the human children. The brownie is also now in the dungeon in the round tower.”

Malefic leaned forward and spoke softly.

“And where are the other two?”

“I’m sorry Master. I’m very sorry.” Grot bowed his head. His voice quivered as he felt the force of his master’s anger. “They got away from us at the castle, and Albreda was not able to stop them at the gate to the next world.”

“So, you bungled it. Fortunately I have Perscrutor, my very best spy, watching what they’re up to. He reports that they are using my sign of the black feather to pass through my control points. Weezle, have you heard anything else?”

“Yes master. Perscrutor reports that Morgan, the minstrel, is helping the children. He says that two of them have now safely entered the world of gateway six and are rapidly progressing through the game.”

“No matter then that this fool Grot has let them escape. I have another plan.”

Malefic’s eyes narrowed as he thought about how he would stop Sophie and Jun from finishing the game, and at the same time get hold of The Book.

“Let them continue to think that they are safe. They will soon arrive in this world, and I will be ready for them.”

Malefic now turned his piercing gaze onto Aisha and Basil.

“Well, the game is over for you two. Your friends will probably try to rescue you, and then I will have all of you in my power. It’s only a matter of time now until I get what I want.”

“You won’t win,” Aisha said defiantly, although she was trembling inside. “Sophie and Jun will find a way to rescue us, and stop you from getting The Book.”

“You are pathetic. I don’t know why I even bother talking to you. Grot, take them away.”

“Hey, leave me alone! You can’t do this!” Basil shouted, struggling with the soldier goblins as they grabbed hold of his and Aisha’s arms, and dragged them from the great hall.

“You have to stay calm Basil. It’s the only way. I know that from the last time. They want us to be frightened as it gives Malefic more power over us. I just hope that they’re not taking us to the Pit of Fear.” Aisha’s voice shook.

Basil gulped. “I’m not liking this at all. We’ve got to get out of here.”

Grot had overheard Aisha and Basil and said gleefully.

“No, not the Pit of Fear. We have somewhere even better for the likes of you. Be prepared for a long stay. No one has ever escaped from The Snout’s Hole.”

The goblins and their captives had reached the top of a long flight of steep spiral stone steps leading downwards into the basement of the fortress. The steps were very narrow, so Grot and two soldiers led the way, followed by Aisha and Basil and the remaining soldiers.

They reached the fortress armoury. The room was below ground level with the only light source coming from two window slits high up in the outer wall. Several more goblin soldiers sat around a long table, and watched silently as the prisoners were marched through the room to a second set of stone steps leading even further underground.

“Ah. Here we are,” Grot chortled. “The Steps of Fate. They will take you to your doom.”

Down they all went, until they reached a dark room carved out of the rock that formed the foundations of the fortress. Two candle lanterns which hung on opposite sides of the cavern threw out a weak light.

“Ah, your new home. Nice and comfortable. Ha, ha, ha!” Grot laughed at his own joke.

Aisha and Basil’s eyes soon grew used to the gloom, but they couldn’t see any prison cells or other prisoners. A jailer, who had been seated at a small table, stood up as they entered the cavern. He took a large key off a hook nearby.

The jailer was very ugly. He was small, like all the goblins, but with a very large torso and round belly, and big hairy hands with dirty claw like nails. He wore a long sleeved stained leather jerkin and baggy pants tucked into heavy boots. Long stringy black hair escaped from under a filthy red cap which was pulled down over his ears. He had a large flat nose, loose lips, yellow teeth and squinty eyes.

“Let me introduce you to The Snout himself. You will get to know him very well. Don’t be fooled by his flat nose. He can sniff out any thoughts you might have of escape, and you’ll be very sorry for it,” Grot sniggered.

“Uh. Here,” the jailer sniffed loudly, and grunted as he knelt down on one knee at an iron grate set into the cavern floor. It was about half a meter square and looked very heavy. He unlocked the grate with the huge key and pulled it open. He then picked up a wooden ladder lying nearby. It was about two meters long with two large hooks at one end. The Snout placed the ladder into the hole and used the hooks to secure it to the bottom rung of the grate.

“In you go,” Grot said, and the soldiers pushed Aisha and Basil towards the opening.

Basil went first. He went slowly backwards down the ladder into the darkness.

Aisha heard a loud thud and a groan.

“Be careful Aisha. The ladder doesn’t reach the ground. It’s about a meter short,” Basil called out. “I missed my footing and fell, but I’m alright. I’ll grab your legs and help you down.”

Aisha carefully climbed down the ladder. Basil helped her to drop onto the ground safely.

The Snout then quickly pulled the ladder back up through the narrow hole, and slammed the grate shut.

“You have your orders,” the children heard Grot say to the jailer. “Let me know if they cause any trouble.”

“Uh,” The Snout grunted in reply.

Grot watched him re-lock the grate, and then he and the soldiers left the dungeon as fast as they could.

Aisha and Basil’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the dark. Luckily, there was a small amount of light filtering through the grate from The Snout’s cavern. Their prison seemed quite large, and it smelled very damp. Suddenly, dark shapes rose out of the gloom and moved towards them.

“What the…” Basil didn’t finish, as he saw the shapes were not something frightening, but five children, just like themselves.

“Who are you?” Basil and Aisha asked at the same time.

One of the children, a thin, fair-haired boy about Aisha’s age, came closer. His face was very pale.

“We’re Malefic’s prisoners. His goblins caught us when we were playing the game with our friends and brought us to this fortress. We don’t know how long each of us has been here, because time in this world doesn’t mean anything. And even if we could get away, we don’t have The Book to help us get through The Tenth Gateway.”

“We’ve been captured by the goblins too,” Aisha started to explain. “We were caught in the world of The Fourth Gateway, but two of our friends escaped, and they have The Book. By the way, my name is Aisha, and this is Basil.”

“My name is Edward, and these are my friends Betsy, Ellie, Karl and Louis. We come from different times and different games. Betsy and I are from the nineteenth century. Ellie is from the eighteenth, Karl from the seventeenth and Louis is from the sixteenth century.”

Aisha and Basil could now see that the other prisoners were dressed in the different clothes from their own time in history.

“Tell us more about what happens here,” Basil asked Edward. “I don’t want to stay here and do nothing. There must be a way out.”

“There’s a small alcove in here with a deep shaft which drops to the stream which runs under the fortress. That’s why it’s so damp in here. But it’s far too narrow to squeeze through. The walls here are smooth and you can’t climb up to the grate. But it’s locked anyway. So, the ladder’s the only way to get out of the hole, even if you could get hold of it. And it’s only used when there is a new arrival, like now.”

“How do you eat?” Aisha asked.

“We get water and some food once a day. The Snout lowers it down in a big bucket. After a little while he pulls it back up,” Betsy replied.

“We never see anyone else,” Karl added.

“What about your charms?” Aisha asked.

“They were taken away from us when we were captured,” Edward said. “We’ve had no magic to help us.”

“Well, I’ve still got my charm,” Basil announced. “And I think there’s a way to get out of here.”

“How?” Aisha asked, stunned that it was Basil who might have a solution to their awful situation.

There was the loud thump of boots on the grate.

“You. Boy. Bad thoughts. Stop. No food,” The Snout grunted.

“Shhh! He’ll punish us all,” Edward whispered in Basil’s ear. “Wait until he starts snoring, and then tell us your plan.”







Chapter Eight


Along the Elf Road

“You’re safe now,” Morgan said, as Jun and Sophie slipped through The Sixth Gateway and into the next world.

They all stood on the path in front of an archway cut into a very high yew hedge. A thick haze covered the opening, and it was difficult to see the world beyond.

“Who are you really? And why are you helping us?” Jun asked, once he had caught his breath.

“I am who I say I am,” Morgan replied. “But I am also one of Eda’s agents, and I have been giving whatever help I can so that you can reach her in time. But I can see that three of you are missing. Have you left them somewhere?”

“Of course we haven’t left them anywhere,” Sophie replied sharply. “They’ve been captured by Malefic’s goblins, and are probably in his fortress by now. We’re not sure yet how we’re going to rescue them and help Eda as well.”

“By the way, where is Eda? We thought we’d have seen her by now,” Jun interrupted. “Does she know that Malefic hasn’t showed himself yet? He’s created all sorts of horrible things to try and stop us, but he hasn’t tried very hard to get The Book.”

“Eda is in the world of gateway nine, gathering together all the magic she can to defeat Malefic.” Morgan replied. “She knows that Malefic is being very clever, and won’t be drawn into the game again until he is ready. However, his goblins are on the move, and we believe that he plans to meet his troop captains at The Black Feather Inn in the world of gateway eight.”

“I’ve been there. I’ve been to The Black Feather Inn,” Sophie said. “It was very run down, and the innkeeper was a really rude old hobgoblin.”

“Is that why you gave us the parchment with the drawing of the black feather?” Jun asked Morgan.

“Yes. Eda used her magic to duplicate the ones that Malefic gave to his captains. It is the passport through the worlds which are under Malefic’s control.”

“Well, it’s worked so far,” Sophie said. “Although we think it’s been too easy, and probably part of Malefic’s plan to get us where he wants us.”

“Eda has opened The Elf Road which enables safe travel between the different worlds,” Morgan continued. “She has asked all loyal good folk to meet at the end of the road in the world of gateway nine, and be ready to fight. But she needs you to keep playing the game so that Malefic can be lured through The Ninth Gateway.”

“I think it’s going to be very difficult, as Malefic probably knows what’s going on. We’ve been watched ever since we started the game,” Jun added. “We’ve seen a mysterious creature wearing a hooded cloak in every world except the last one, but it hasn’t spoken to us, or come close enough for us to see what it is.”

“It’s not a creature, it’s probably Perscrutor, Malefic’s master spy,” Morgan replied. “I’ve heard about him, but I’ve never seen him. I’m told that Malefic has given him the special power to enter and exit each world through his own magic door. He doesn’t need to use the gateways, and can turn up anywhere.”

“That means that he can see everything that we do, but we can’t catch him. I suppose it’s just another challenge,” Jun sighed.

“What about Twig and Aisha, and my cousin Basil? What can you do to help them?” Sophie demanded.

“They will have been taken to Malefic’s fortress through his own passage. I can’t help them. Unfortunately, that is your challenge,” the minstrel replied.

Sophie and Jun were not pleased with Morgan’s response.

“This game is really confusing, and we’re not sure how to play it,” Sophie said. “Not only is The Book not working properly, the worlds and their challenges have changed. Lots of the gateways are actually open, and it’s hard to know what to do. Can you at least help us get through this world, and the next gateway?”

“I am very sorry, but I have done all I can for now. I have to leave you here on the path, and find my way along The Elf Road to Eda’s camp. These next two worlds are still under her protection and you should be safe. Just follow the pathway to the next gate. The folk who live here are friendly, and will help with any problems. I will see you again when you reach Eda’s camp.”

With these final words, Morgan turned away from the children. He skipped briskly along the path to the archway, and within seconds appeared to dissolve into the morning sunlight.

“Wait,” Jun cried out. “You haven’t told us what the challenge is at the next gate.”

“It’s too late, he’s gone,” Sophie sighed. “We’re on our own again, and we’ll have to work things out for ourselves. Let’s see if there’s anything that we can recognize from the last time we were here.”

They stepped through the arch, and gazed at the world of The Sixth Gateway.

The path went through a small apple orchard which grew at one side of a small, well-kept single storey farm house. When it reached the house the path turned at a right angle for a few meters before continuing around a corner to the front door. Behind the house the children could see a barn. Its tidy barnyard contained a covered well, and a few chickens were pecking at the ground looking for food. A dairy cow was tied up close by. There was also a pigsty with a very large sow and several piglets.

“The farmland looks a bit familiar, and it all looks very peaceful, but I think we’d better check The Book before we knock at the door. We need to see if it’s working again anyway,” Jun said.

Sophie opened the satchel and pulled out The Book. She placed it onto the path and she and Jun knelt down to have a look. Before she could turn the pages, The Book shook itself, the cover flew open, and the pages fluttered all by themselves and stopped at the page for The Seventh Gateway. The page was blank except for a very faded picture of a tree at the bottom of the page.

“Wow! It’s never done that before,” Jun said with surprise.

“The Book still doesn’t seem to be working properly, does it?” Sophie said with dismay. “But at least it’s doing something.”

As the two of them stared at the page spidery words began to appear.

This land looks safe, at least for now

But evil can enter, it’s unclear how

So stay on the path as you never can tell

Who wishes you ill and who wishes you well

Some good folk here will help you through

But not all of them are being true

Beware a friend who is false of face

And trying to lure you to a bad place

If you reach the gate, the way will be clear

The challenge is easy, with nothing to fear.

“That’s just great,” Sophie said. “This world is supposed to be under Eda’s protection, but The Book is warning us not to trust everyone. How are we meant to know who’s a friend and who isn’t?”

“Yeah. This game is really difficult,” Jun replied. “We’ll just have to stay on the path, and be suspicious of anyone we meet. The main thing is to rescue the others, and then try to get to Eda’s camp. I just don’t know yet how we’re going to do this.”

“Me either. All we can do now is find out who lives here, and maybe they’ll be a friend who can help us through the next gateway.”

Sophie put The Book away and she and Jun walked through the garden, around the corner of the house, and up to a low farm-house door. Jun was careful not to leave the path as he leant over the doorstep and lifted the iron knocker to rap on the door.

“I’m coming,” a soft voice trilled from inside the house.

The door was opened by an elf. She was smaller than Sophie or Jun, and dressed in elfin green except for a large white apron tied around her waist. Her face was pale, like most of the elves in The Game World, and her fair hair hung over her shoulders in two long braids.

“I was baking in the kitchen and saw you from my window,” she said. I recognized you at once, although it was such a long time ago. You’re Missy’s friends aren’t you? You helped her at the village market, and I think she helped you play your game. Am I right?"

“Yes,” Sophie said, surprised that the elf knew who they were. “Missy, and her sister Sissy, helped us find our way through The Seventh Gateway. I’m Sophie by the way, and this is Jun.”

“I’m Alfgife, and this is my farm. At least it’s mine and my husband’s, but you won’t see him. Calfic’s gone off with many others to meet Eda in the world of The Ninth Gateway. Strange things have been happening and Eda needs our help. So for the very first time our people have been given special passage along The Elf Road. But I’m talking too much. Let me give you something to eat and drink and you can tell me why you have come back, especially now, in these dangerous times.”

Sophie and Jun looked at each other. Alfgife seemed friendly and loyal to Eda, but The Book had warned them. However it was hard to believe that the elf was deceitful, so they decided to trust her.

“Thank you very much, but we can’t stay long, and we have to stay out here on the path. It’s one of the rules for the game,” Jun said to the elf. “We also have to meet up with Eda as soon as possible. That’s why we came back, to help her.”

“I understand. Let me fetch you something small, just to keep your strength up.”

Alfgife disappeared into the kitchen at the back of the house. In no time at all, she returned with a wooden tray of fresh bread and butter, and two wooden mugs of milk.

Sophie and Jun each took a slice of bread and mug of milk.

“This is delicious. Thank you very much,” Sophie said to Alfgife. “Maybe you can tell us how to get through The Seventh Gateway. Has Eda opened it only for elves?”

“I don’t know,” Alfgife replied. “Caflic was told to meet all the others at the gate, and it would be opened briefly to let them all through. Oh dear, I think it will be closed again by now so that the goblins can’t use it. But I can tell you where it is.”

“Is it far? And can we expect any trouble from Malefic or any of his creatures?” Jun asked.

“No, it’s not far. All you need to do is follow The Elf Road for about half an hour until you reach the crossroads. Keep going for another ten minutes, and you’ll see a clearing in the wood in the shape of a circle. The gate is near there. You can’t get lost.”

“I don’t think we can follow The Elf Road,” Sophie said sounding very concerned. “We have to stay on the path.”

“The path and The Elf Road are one and the same in this world. They only go their separate ways at The Seventh Gateway. You can’t see it because the elfin way is magic, and keeps all the folk who travel on it hidden and safe from harm.”

“Thank you again,” said Jun, putting his now empty mug back on the tray which Alfgife had placed on the door step.

Sophie also returned her mug, and then she and Jun waved to Alfgife as they went through the farm gate, and stepped onto The Elf Road.

Just as Alfgife had said, after about half an hour of walking through fields of wheat and barley they reached the crossroads. An old signpost, leaning to one side and pointing in four directions stood in the middle.

“This isn’t very helpful,” said Sophie peering up at the sign. “Which way will we go? All the paths look the same. We know that we’ve just come from The Farmhouse. Now we have to choose from The Wizard’s Wood, The Traitor’s Lair or The Oak Glade. They can’t all go to The Seventh Gateway.”

“The Traitor’s Lair doesn’t sound too good,” Jun replied, chewing his lip. “I think it’ll be either The Wizard’s Wood or The Oak Glade.”

“I don’t believe it!” Sophie suddenly cried out, and pointed. “There’s Twig. Look! He’s just come around the corner on the path to The Wizard’s Wood. He must have got away from the goblins.”

“Hello!” She called out, and waved at Twig. He waved back and beckoned them to come and meet him.

“It must be the way to the next gate,” Sophie said.

“No, wait,” Jun said firmly, and put his hand out to stop her from running down the path to meet their friend. “Twig’s a brownie, and he doesn’t have to take the same path as us. He’ll be here in a few seconds and we can ask him if he’s come the right way.”

As he spoke, Twig reached the signpost. He smiled at his friends.

“Am I glad to see you. I managed to escape from the goblins, and I know the safe way to the world of The Ninth Gateway. But we have to hurry, as Eda’s waiting for us. You can follow me. It won’t take us long to get there.”

“How did you get away? Did Eda help? What about the others? Do we go back the way you came?” Sophie asked Twig eagerly.

“We’ve no time to lose. Just follow me.” Twig tugged at Sophie’s arm without answering her questions.

“Twig, is something wrong?” Jun asked. He had noticed that Twig’s eye’s looked glazed, and that he didn’t seem himself.

“Everything is fine. Just follow me down the path to The Wizard’s Wood, and I’ll show you how to get through The Seventh Gateway.”

“I think he’s under some sort of a spell,” Jun said quietly to Sophie. “And we’ll be in danger if we follow him. This was what The Book was warning us about. Remember, it said to beware of a friend with a false face.”

“You must come with me. I’ve been sent to get you,” Twig said to Sophie, ignoring Jun.

Sophie now looked carefully at Twig whose expression hadn’t changed. He was smiling, but now she saw that it didn’t reach his eyes. They looked glassy and slightly out of focus. He reminded her of the hobgoblin at The Fourth Gateway.

Twig continued to pull on Sophie’s arm.

“Twig, wait. We have to think about what’s best.” Sophie pulled her arm away.

She stepped back as Twig grabbed hold of her arm again.

“Sophie, come with me. I know the way. Aisha and Basil need your help.”

Twig turned and stared at Jun.

“Jun, tell Sophie. You must come with me.”

“Jun, I think you’re right. He’s acting very strangely. Malefic must have bewitched him, and sent him to trap us,” Sophie said.

Twig had now let go of Sophie’s arm and grown silent. He looked dazed.

“At least we know now that we shouldn’t take the path to The Wizard’s Wood,” Jun said. “And if we eliminate The Traitor’s Lair, it means we have to take the path to The Oak Glade. We’ll have to bring Twig along as well, and try to find a way to break Malefic’s spell.”

“Come on Twig, come with us.”

Twig, now silent, didn’t resist as Sophie took his hand, and the three of them started to walk off in the direction of The Oak Glade.

If they had looked back, they would have seen a small hooded figure standing in the middle of the crossroads, watching them leave.







Chapter Nine


Under the Oak Tree

The game path, bathed in warm sunshine, continued to weave its way through fields of wheat, and then corn. Although the crops looked ready to harvest, there was no sign of any farming activity. Nearly all of the elves had left to join Eda.

“I can see some trees up ahead,” Jun observed. “It must be the oak wood.”

“Let’s hope the challenge at The Seventh Gateway is easy, and that the next world is safe. I’d like to get through it as fast as possible,” Sophie said. “If Aisha and Basil are imprisoned in Malefic’s fortress, they must be really scared, and worried about how we’re going to rescue them.”

The corn fields soon gave way to a wood of large oaks. The path was over-shadowed by the ancient trees, whose thick canopies of leaves rustled softly against each other. Sunlight flickered through the leaves, but the air was cool. Several squirrels followed the children. They scampered alongside the pathway, darting in and out of the undergrowth. Overhead, tiny sparrows flew amongst the trees, chirping loudly.

“Hey! Look! There he is again,” Jun exclaimed, pointing at an oak up ahead. “It’s the spy! He’s moving pretty fast.”

Sophie, still leading a docile Twig, glimpsed the back of a small figure dressed in a dark hooded cloak as it disappeared behind a large tree trunk.

“I think you’re right. He’s still tracking our every move. Malefic probably already knows that his spell didn’t work, and that Twig failed to make us to leave the path. I only hope that Malefic’s not waiting for us on the other side of The Seventh Gateway, like he did last time.”

“Me too,” Jun replied. “He must know that Eda’s calling all the good folk together, and that she’s preparing to fight him again. And I can’t believe that he doesn’t have a plan to take The Book from us. He can’t get through The Tenth Gateway without it. We must be extra careful.”

Whilst they were chatting, Sophie, Jun, and Twig, had entered a small glade encircled by a ring of ancient oaks. In the middle of the glade was a giant oak tree. Its huge trunk was gnarled with age, and large knobby roots spread out from its base like long fingers. Although the tree’s broad canopy cast a shadow over the entire clearing, surprisingly, the glade felt friendly and welcoming, instead of threatening.

The red brick pathway led straight to the large trunk of the majestic tree, and there it stopped.

Sophie let go of Twig’s hand, and he stood there, staring blankly ahead. The group of squirrels, now silent, sat nearby and watched the children.

“This must be The Oak Glade,” Sophie said as she looked around. “But it’s a lot different from the glade we were in last time. Do you remember Jun? We had to stand in the middle of a circle of stones and use Eda’s magic to help us get through an invisible gateway. But I can’t see any stones now, or anything that looks like a gate. Can you?”

“No,” Jun replied. “The path ends here so we can’t go any further. I think it’s time to consult The Book again.”

Sophie nodded and undid the satchel.

“I keep forgetting about The Book. But it warned us about Twig, so it must be working again.”

She squatted down and lay the magic book on the ground. Jun joined her, and they both stared in anticipation at the page for The Seventh Gateway. Twig remained standing, looking blank.

The Book ruffled its pages, and faint words appeared in two verses on the open page.

The oak has lived here for many years

It’s very wise and knows your fears

It keeps protected the seventh way

So it needs the passwords or here you’ll stay

The first is a person known for much good

The second is magic and made from old wood

Have faith in the first she will overcome wrong

Her use of the second will help keep her strong

Go to the tree and knock on the door

Three times will do it, and not any more

Say the passwords out loud, the tree knows what’s true

All will be well if you continue on through

A friend will appear, you won’t have to wait

Follow him closely and go to the gate.

“This must be one of the easiest puzzles we’ve had,” Jun sighed with relief. “The answer is obviously Eda’s wand.”

“Yeah, I agree,” Sophie said as she packed away The Book. “Now all we have to do is knock on the tree trunk.”

“Come on Twig. Come with us. We’re almost at The Seventh Gateway, and once we’re through, you’ll be home again,” Sophie said.

Twig nodded, although he remained silent.

They approached the oak tree, and Jun knocked on the wood three times. At the same time he called out ‘Eda’s Wand.’

The outline of a door appeared in the trunk. Jun pushed it gently, and it swung open.

The red brick path continued on inside the tree, and then spiralled down a steep set of steps.

“Do you think that this is The Seventh Gateway?” Jun pondered, as he peered down the steps.

“I’m not sure,” Sophie replied. “I’m not too happy about having to go underground, just in case we’re trapped. But that’s where the path goes, so that’s what we have to do. And the verse says that we have to follow some sort of friend to the gate.”

“Just a moment. Did you hear that noise?” Jun, startled, hastily jumped back from the top of the steps.

“Hellooooo!” A deep voice echoed up the steps.

A small stout figure dressed in a dark jacket and brown trousers appeared at the top of the narrow stairwell. He had a narrow wrinkled face the colour of a walnut, a large reddish nose, and a long grey beard. His head was covered by a green cloth cap pulled low over long grey hair. He blinked his small brown eyes to adjust to the light, and with his long hairy fingers beckoned the children to approach.

“I’ve been watching you, but couldn’t do anything until you followed the clues, and said the words that opened the way to the gate.”

“Are you here to help us?” Sophie asked politely. “Is this The Seventh Gateway?”

“No, No. This isn’t the gate, but this is the only way to reach it. And I’m Gwulfud, one of the gnomes that guards the gateway on behalf of Eda. These steps are kept well hidden as they lead to our maze of underground tunnels and homes. You need me to show you the way through the tunnels to the gate so that you don’t get lost, or caught in any of the booby traps. Come along now, as I find this light a bit harsh.”

“Thank you Gwulfud. We’ve no time to lose. Eda’s waiting for us in the world of The Ninth Gateway. But first, we have to get to the world of The Eighth Gateway to rescue some friends.”

“Is he coming with you?” The gnome waved his hand in Twig’s direction. “He’s not one of your sort, is he? I’m not sure I like the look of him.”

“He’s fine. Malefic put a spell on him, but I think it’s beginning to wear off. He’s actually a brownie, one of Eda’s followers, and he comes from the next world, the world of The Seventh Gateway. Once we’re there I’m sure he’ll come good,” Sophie explained.

“Hmph.” Gwulfud shrugged his broad shoulders. “As long as he’s not a goblin. We don’t like them. Anyway, you’re the ones playing the game, so it’s your choice. Follow me.”

Gwulfud lead the way down about twenty red brick steps. The three friends followed in single file, as the steps were made for very small folk. First came Sophie, then Twig, with Jun in the rear. At the bottom of the steps the path went in multiple directions, all disappearing down narrow dimly lit tunnels with low ceilings.

“This way,” the gnome said, leading the three friends down one of the identical tunnels. “Don’t wander off. There are a lot of dead ends, or you could fall into one of our deep pits.”

Sophie and Jun were thankful that they were being shown the way through the underground maze. The tunnel twisted and turned, and they passed several more tunnel openings. They reached an intersection, and almost crashed into several gnomes rushing across their path.

“Watch it, you lot,” Gwulfud grumbled. “Can’t you see I’ve got visitors?”

Not stopping to talk, the gnomes, all looking anxious, scuttled off down the tunnel that Gwulfud was leading the children into.

After a short distance, coming up behind them, they could hear the patter of feet, and then a cross voice called out.

“Hurry up ahead. We need to get to Fox Tunnel.”

Looking back, Jun saw another three gnomes.

“You’re too slow Gwulfud. We’re coming past!” one of the gnomes called out.

Despite the narrow tunnel, the three gnomes pushed the children and Twig aside as they nudged past, so that the three of them were squashed up against the wall.

“What’s the hurry?” Gwulfud muttered as he flattened himself against the wall. “Everyone seems to be in a rush today.”

“The Gnome Council has called a meeting in Fox Tunnel to discuss what’s going on up above. A crisis is looming,” the first gnome said as he pushed past.

“Haven’t you noticed all the activity on The Elf Road? Eda has opened it up and folk are on the move,” the second gnome panted.

“Everyone’s worried that Malefic’s getting too strong,” the third gnome quickly explained as he also pushed past Gwulfud. “It’s an EMERGENCY.”

All three gnomes rushed on ahead, and then disappeared down an opening in the tunnel wall.

“Come, my friends,” Gwulfud now looked grim. "Once I see you safely through The Seventh Gateway, I will need to join the other gnomes at the council emergency meeting.

They all quickened their steps, and after a few minutes the small group came to a halt. They had reached the end of the tunnel. Facing them was a low wooden door made from oak, and shut by an iron bolt. Carved into the door was an ancient face. Its eyes were closed.

“This is it,” Gwulfud said. “This is The Seventh Gateway.”

“Do we just open it?” Jun asked.

“No, it is opened by The Gatekeeper, but only after you have answered his questions. Go on, stand in front of him, and he will awaken and speak. He likes polite children.”

Sophie and Jun moved to stand directly in front of the door with its wooden face. Twig stood behind them with a vacant look on his face. Gwulfud also hung back, but looked on with interest.

The eyes in the wooden face slowly opened. They flashed with a strange yellow light, and the carved lips moved slightly.

“Who wants to enter the world of The Seventh Gateway, and why?”

“We do sir. I’m Jun. This is Sophie, and this is Twig, the brownie,” Jun said. “We are in the middle of playing the game ‘The Tenth Gateway’, and the path we have to follow goes under your door.”

“I know about the game, and I do not, absolutely, do not, let just anyone through MY gate.” The Gate Keeper wanted the children to be very clear who was in control. He narrowed his eyes. “Do you have The Book?”

“I have it,” Sophie answered. “It’s here, in my satchel.”

“Read what it says about me, and for your sake, I hope I like what it says.”

Sophie quickly took the magic book out of her satchel, and Jun helped her to hold it whilst she found the page for the world of The Sixth Gateway. New words now appeared. Sophie felt nervous as she read out the words.

There once was a man made of oak

He lived in a door and rarely spoke

He was part of a game

But wanted more fame

So made it hard for the players when he awoke.

“Ha, ha, ha,” the wooden face laughed croakily. “That old book always makes me laugh. You never know what it’s going to say. But it knows me well.”

“Will you open the gate now?” Jun asked.

“No, no. Not yet. I’m enjoying this. It doesn’t happen very often. Now it’s your turn. Tell me one of your own limericks, and then I may let you pass.”

Jun and Sophie turned away from the door and whispered to each other.

“We did these at school,” Jun said. “You have to make the first two lines rhyme. Then the next two, but they have to be a bit shorter. And the last line rhymes with the first two. I’ll have go with the first two if you like.”

"Okay. You start, and then I’ll see what I can make up, Sophie replied.

Jun looked thoughtful for a minute, and then whispered to Sophie again.

"I met an old man who lived in a door

He wanted to laugh, more, and more, and more."

Sophie nodded, thought for a moment and then added:

"He made such a loud sound

It echoed far underground

And everyone liked him much more than before."

The two friends then turned back to face the door and repeated their limerick.

“Mmmm. I think I like that,” The Gatekeeper’s lips seemed to smile, and then his eye-lids drooped. “You three may now pass. But be quick about it. All this effort makes me very tired.”

The bolt on the door was raised by invisible hands, and the door creaked open. The Gatekeeper’s eyes were now closed. He had gone back to sleep.

“Goodbye Gwulfud, and thank you,” Sophie said to the gnome as she opened the door so that it was wide enough to let the three of them through.

“Hurry up. Don’t wait. If The Gatekeeper wakes up again he may not let you through. You never know what mood he will be in,” Gwulfud said. “And I need to get back to the meeting.”

Sophie grabbed Twig’s arm, and they all just managed to get through the narrow opening before the door swung back, and shut firmly behind them.

Sophie and Jun, and a very quiet Twig, stood on the path at the very edge of a thick pine forest.

“Ume,” Twig mumbled. “Ume.”

“What did he say?” Sophie asked Jun.

“I don’t know, but he looks more alert.”

“Ume. Ome.” Twig was still having trouble forming his words.

“I think he’s trying to say ‘home’,” Sophie said, excited that Twig was beginning to come out of the spell that had bewitched him.

“Home. Home,” Twig said, much more clearly this time.

“Twig, are you sure this is home? It doesn’t look like the forest where the Woodland Clan live,” Sophie said. “It seems much thicker and darker. And I don’t remember the path being as overgrown as this.”

She and Jun were walking carefully over the uneven path. Tree roots had pushed their way through in places, and weeds filled the cracks.

“Maybe we’ve entered the world from a different direction,” Jun suggested. “Twig, what do you think?”

By now Twig had lost his dazed look, and his eyes were focused. The spell had almost worn off, but his words were still broken, and a little slurred.

“Home. Not looked after. Clan hiding. Malefic been here.”

Jun looked worried.

“This means we could be in greater danger than we thought. Malefic probably knows we’ve managed to get this far, and will try to trap us again. The sooner we find the clan the better.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth when they heard an ear-piercing scream.







Chapter Ten


Ambushed

A second wild scream split the air.

“That sounds like a war cry,” Jun exclaimed.

“It’s awfully close,” Sophie replied, glancing around.

“Something bad is coming,” Twig added, pronouncing the words quite clearly.

They didn’t have long to wait.

Two goblin soldiers leapt out from the undergrowth at the side of the path where they had been lying in wait. They blocked the path ahead, raised their swords, and screamed loudly. The sound was very frightening.

“Forget the brownie. Grab the boy. I’ll get the girl,” one of them growled between the screams.

The goblins advanced, pointing their swords at Sophie and Jun. They backed away, hoping to find a way out of the danger.

“Twig, can you get help?” Jun yelled above the noise. “I’ve still got my charm, and I’ll try to hold them off.”

Jun pulled his charm out of his pocket, and made a wish for the shield to protect them. Within seconds, it grew to full size, and Jun slipped his left arm through the leather hand grips.

“Yes, I’m alright. I’ve recovered my strength and power of invisibility. The clan is nearby. I can feel it,” Twig said, and then vanished.

“Sophie, get behind me,” Jun cried out. “This shield should protect us until Twig returns with some help.”

Sophie jumped behind him as Jun held the shield firmly in place, and raised it to cover their heads and bodies. The goblins, initially surprised at the sight of the shield, and that the children were prepared to defend themselves, had paused. However they soon started screaming again, and attacked with force.

As the swords thudded against the shield the children wondered how long they could hold out. The goblin soldiers were strong, and determined not to let them escape.

Jun’s shield arm was growing very tired, and he and Sophie thought that this time they were going to lose the challenge. They were now both crouched low on the ground with Jun only just managing to hold onto the shield. The goblins continued their attack, sensing that their victims were weakening.

Suddenly, the pounding on the shield stopped, and Jun and Sophie heard several new voices, and a clash of weapons.

Moments later, Twig’s head appeared around the edge of the shield.

“You’re safe now. You can come out.”

Still shaken by the ordeal, Jun lowered the shield, and he and Sophie got slowly to their feet. The shield shrank back to its original size, and Jun put it back into his pocket.

“Thanks Twig. You got here just in time. I thought we were done for,” Jun said a little breathlessly.

He and Sophie could now see that five members of The Woodland Clan had attacked the goblins, who, greatly outnumbered, had quickly given up the fight and fled into the forest.

The five forest folk were all dressed alike in long sleeved jerkins and trousers in woodland green, brown caps, and soft leather ankle boots. Their skin was the colour of dark autumn leaves, and their pointed ears poked through long brown hair. They sheathed their short swords as they approached Sophie and Jun.

“Sophie, do you remember Needle and Moss?” Twig said, sounding much more like his old self.

“Yes, I do. I’m so glad to see you again, and thank you so much for scaring off the goblins.”

“And these other three clan members are Fern, Willow and Stump,” Twig said. “A lot has changed in this world since you were here, and everyone has been in training so that we are prepared to fight Malefic and his evil creatures.”

“We don’t have a very happy story to tell you,” Moss said, looking glum.

“We’ve managed to scare these two goblins off, but there are many more now occupying this world. We need to get back to the village as soon as possible, before they send a troop to find us.”

Anxious to reach a safe area they all headed off towards the village. The clan members continued to talk about the dreadful situation.

“The village is cloaked in invisibility, and is safe within its magic circle. But if we leave its protection we could be attacked and imprisoned, or worse, fall under one of Malefic’s controlling spells,” Needle explained.

“Some other woodland villages have fallen under his control, and he has forced them to become traders,” Moss added. “They are made to sell their farm produce to the goblin soldiers for almost nothing.”

“But don’t worry, you will be safe once you cross the bridge into the village,” Stump said.

“We can’t stay in the village. We’re in the middle of the game, and we have to keep moving forwards. Our next step is to get through The Eighth Gateway. Do you have any news about what’s happening there?” Jun asked the forest folk.

“The gate’s been broken now for quite a while,” Moss said. “At first the goblins stayed near the gate, and wouldn’t let anyone pass. But now soldiers come and go frequently, and bands of them have built camps throughout our world. Under Malefic’s orders they have cut down a lot of the trees, and driven off most of the wild life.”

“We’ve managed to keep the village safe, but unless Eda can regain control soon, it will also be destroyed, and our people enslaved.” Stump now joined in the conversation.

“So, the sooner we can get through The Eighth Gateway, rescue Aisha and Basil, and reach Eda’s camp, the better,” Sophie said.

“Is the gateway still under guard?” Jun asked the clan members.

“There are a couple of goblins stationed there at the checkpoint,” Moss replied. “And because Malefic now controls most of this world, the gateway is open during the day, and goblins and traders are moving backwards and forwards quite easily.”

“The goblins were obviously expecting us,” Jun said. “They’ll have warned their comrades, and they may be waiting for us at the gate. I wonder if there’s any way we can disguise ourselves, and then hope that the black feather passport still works.”

“We could dress you as forest folk, and you could pretend to be traders. That might work,” Stump said.

“Yes, it’s a good idea,” Twig agreed with Stump’s suggestion. “Let’s get away from here before any of the goblins come back. When we get to the village we’ll find some clothes for your disguise. Assuming you get through the gate, you and Sophie just need to work out what you are going to do when you enter Malefic’s world.”

“Aren’t you going to come with us?” Sophie asked Twig.

“No, I’m going to take The Elf Road with the others, and reach Eda’s camp as soon as possible. Many of the clan are already there, and more of us are needed if Eda is to defeat Malefic. I haven’t been much help to you up until now, so I’m sure you will be alright without me.”

As Twig finished speaking, the small band arrived at a stone bridge which spanned a shallow stream. On the other side of the bridge, all Jun and Sophie could see was a misty clearing and a few sparse trees.

“We have to leave the path,” Jun said to Sophie. “We’ll be within a circle of protection so it won’t be too risky, but I don’t know how strong the clan’s force field is against Malefic’s magic.”

“It hasn’t been tested yet,” Twig replied. “So we’ll be as quick as we can.”

When Sophie and Jun crossed the bridge they sensed that there were other unseen forest folk moving around them. They heard soft chattering voices and the pleasant smell of food being baked over an open fire.

“The clan know why you are here, and are going to help us find the things you need for your disguise,” Moss said. “Wait here, and we’ll be back soon.”

All of the clan members who had been on the rescue mission, including Twig, now activated their invisibility, and Sophie and Jun were left standing in what appeared to be an empty clearing.

However, it wasn’t long before Twig, Moss and Needle re-appeared. They each carried an armful of clothes. Willow soon followed carrying two leather flasks with long cords, and next came Fern carrying two knives in leather covers.

“What will we do with our own clothes? We can’t leave them here,” Sophie said.

“These clothes are quite large, so they should fit over what you’ve got on. It will make you look a lot bigger than you are, but that can be part of the disguise. The water in the flasks is from our well, and is safe to drink. We’re also giving each of you a sack to carry your shoes and items for trade,” Twig replied.

“And what’s with the knives?” Jun asked. “Won’t the goblins be suspicious if they see us carrying weapons?”

“No. Knives are not treated as weapons here. We didn’t have to protect ourselves until the goblins came. All travellers and forest folk carry knives. It’s how we prepare and eat our food. It would be more unusual if you didn’t have one,” Twig explained.

Soon Sophie and Jun were transformed.

Sophie’s red jacket was covered by a large green one with a wide leather belt. Her jeans had disappeared under a long brown woollen skirt, and she had changed her sneakers for ankle length boots. Twig used berry juice to stain her face and hands a reddish brown, and her hair now hung loose to her shoulders squashed down by a dark red cap. One of the flasks hung diagonally across her shoulders, and she had tucked one of the knives into her belt.

Like Sophie, Jun was unrecognizable. His blue jacket was also covered up by a large green jacket belted at the waist. A knife was tucked into his belt, and a flask was slung across his shoulders. Baggy brown pants hid his blue jeans, and he had replaced his joggers with long brown leather boots. His face and hands were stained with the berry juice, and his short black hair was hidden under a green felt cap with ear-flaps. The scrap of parchment with the drawing of the black feather was tucked safely into the top of one of his boots.

Stump appeared with two sacks containing a few kitchen utensils and small pieces of clothing. They were all items that looked like they could be useful to trade. Sophie stuffed her satchel and sneakers in one of the sacks, covering them up as much as possible. She then tied the sack up tightly with the cord provided. Jun put his joggers in the other sack, and pulled its cord tight.

They were ready to face the goblins at The Eighth Gateway.

“Stump, Needle and Moss are coming with me,” Twig informed his friends. “But Willow and Fern will follow you, and help you to get through the gate if there’s any trouble. You won’t see them, but they’ll be there.”

“Good luck Twig, and to all of you,” Sophie said to Twig’s companions. “We’ve still got a lot to do before we can reach Eda’s camp. But I’m sure we’ll see you there soon.”

Sophie and Jun swung their sacks up over their shoulders and turned away from their friends. As they walked swiftly across the stone bridge, and back onto the game path, they could hear Willow and Fern’s soft footsteps behind them.

Several minutes after leaving the village the pine forest thinned out, and the undergrowth became a lot thicker. Weeds filled the cracks in the path and the sky overhead was grey. A felled tree lay across the path, but luckily Sophie and Jun were able to climb over it without any trouble. A little further on they were surprised to see a narrow dirt track merging with the path. After about another one hundred meters a second winding track joined the path, and, as they approached the junction, they heard voices and the sound of heavy boots.

Three goblins, carrying bulging sacks over their shoulders, stepped onto the path ahead of the children. They looked ugly and mean, but they weren’t soldiers. Instead, like Sophie and Jun, they looked like traders.

They stopped for a moment and stared at the strangers, but then continued on their way, talking loudly.

“No-good forest folk,” one of the goblins grunted to his companions. “You see a lot of them now the gate is open. Wanting to come and sell us their rubbish.”

“I’d teach them a lesson if we weren’t in a hurry to reach the gateway before nightfall,” another goblin growled in response.

“Well, we’ve done alright out of that last forest village we were in. They were too scared not to give us all their good stuff,” the third goblin sniggered.

“Vile creatures,” Sophie muttered under her breath.

“Don’t let them bother you. Just keep walking slowly, and let them get ahead,” Jun said quietly.

The goblins didn’t pay them any more attention. They were very pleased with their haul, and were anxious to reach The Eighth Gateway.

However, the goblins and the children hadn’t gone very far when they ran into a small crowd of goblin soldiers and traders, all walking towards the gateway.

There were ten soldiers, armed with spears and short swords, walking two abreast along the path. At the head was a troop commander, able to be distinguished by his spiked helmet. They did not seem to be in any hurry.

Following behind, being careful not to annoy the soldiers by trying to overtake them, were six forest folk traders. Dressed like Sophie and June, each one carried a sack of farm goods for trade, a flask of drinking water and a small knife. They remained silent, and kept their eyes lowered.

“Oh no, that’s Captain Erluc up ahead. Best to stay clear of him,” one of the three thieving goblins, who was just a few steps ahead of Sophie and Jun, muttered to his two companions. “He doesn’t like us traders. Calls us all robbers, but he’s quick enough to take our food, and underpay us if he can.”

“Let’s get past this forest riff raff. I’m not waiting for them to get through the gate. We’re nearly there, and it’s almost nightfall,” one of his comrades grunted.

The three thieves pushed their way rudely through the group of six forest folk, elbowing them roughly aside, and knocking one of the smaller ones to the ground. The folk knew it was useless to complain, so they paused to help their fellow traveller get back onto his feet, and then they all continued on their way. One of the forest traders glanced briefly at Sophie and Jun, gave them a quick nod, but said nothing.

“Don’t worry, they belong to a friendly clan. They can see us,’ an invisible Willow said quietly.”And they know you’re not one of us, but they won’t give you away."

“Thanks Willow. It’s good to know you and Fern are still there. Not far now. I can see the gateway,” Jun said.

“Me too,” Sophie replied, as she craned her neck to see around the crowd of travellers ahead of them. “It’s made of iron bars, and is in two sections. Only one of the sections is open, and I can also see a boom gate.”

Jun stood on tip-toes to get a better look.

“There’s a short queue of goblins and two sentries. One seems to be checking everyone, and the other’s opening the boom gate to let them through. No one’s being let in from the other side of the gate.”

As he spoke, the goblin troop lead by Captain Erluc arrived at the boom gate. A few words passed between the captain and the sentries, and the gate was raised. It was lowered again whilst the guards checked the passes of the goblin traders. All was in order, and they hurried through the gateway.

The forest folk came next. They were halted by the sentries and ordered to stand in single file. Sophie and Jun joined the queue as if they were part of the group. The sentries checked the forest folk traders one by one. They peered at their faces and then grabbed their passes. They looked at each pass intently, and thumped the sacks with the back of their swords, but none of the traders were turned away.

Sophie and Jun were last in the queue. They tried to look as calm as possible to hide their nervousness. Jun went first, and showed the parchment with the black feather.

“It’s for the two of us,” Jun said as confidently as possible as he handed it over to one of the sentries for inspection.

“Mmph, I can see it’s a priority pass,” the sentry snarled, as he stared at first Jun and then Sophie’s face with narrowed eyes. They hoped their disguise was good enough.

He handed the pass back.

“Let them through,” he called out to sentry operating the boom gate.

The gate was raised, and Jun and Sophie, resisting the temptation to run, walked as normally as possible towards the iron gateway. They went through the opening and into the world of the evil magician.







Chapter Eleven


A Strange Situation

“Do you recognise this place?” Jun asked Sophie, as they arrived at the opening of a tunnel cut into the rock face.

“It looks a bit like the tunnel I went through to the world of gateway eight, but the path seems smoother, and it’s now in the middle of a cart track. Shhh! Listen! Someone’s coming and there’s no place to hide.”

The sound of boots on the brick path grew louder, and a small group of forest folk traders holding a candle lantern appeared out of the gloom. They looked at the two newcomers standing at the entrance to the tunnel, curious to know who they were.

“We don’t know you, do we? Which village are you from?” A tiny round trader asked.

Sophie and Jun looked at each other, and shook their heads slightly in silent agreement. They did not want to reveal who they really were in case the traders were controlled by Malefic.

“We’re traders from a world several gateways away,” Jun said, trying to make his voice sound gruff. “Are there any goblins likely to delay us at the end of the tunnel? We plan to stay at The Black Feather Inn tonight, and would like to reach it before it gets too dark.”

“No, they’re only there during daylight,” a second trader responded. “The gate is locked at nightfall, and no one can pass until the gate is unlocked again at dawn. We got through the tunnel guards coming this way, but we’ve just missed the gate at this end, so we will have to stay here for the night until it reopens in the morning.”

“You may not get a room at The Black Feather tonight,” a third trader said. “We heard there’s going to be an important gathering there this evening. There’s even been rumours that Malefic himself might attend.”

“Best to steer clear of it,” the fourth and final member of the small group advised.

“Thank you for letting us know, but we’re hoping to meet some friends, so we’ll take a chance,” Jun replied.

“Well, safe journey, and good trading,” the tiny trader said.

Watched by the forest folk, Sophie and Jun entered the tunnel. They saw a faint flicker of light coming from a lantern attached to the tunnel wall. Walking past it, they saw a second lantern further along the tunnel, its candle almost burnt out.

There were no other lanterns, and the tunnel became darker, making it very difficult to see the path. After about fifty meters they turned a corner, and saw a flicker of light up ahead.

“Thank goodness, it’s the end of the tunnel. I hate all these dark places,” Sophie said.

“If the traders are right, there won’t be any guards, and it will give us a chance to plan our next move,” Jun replied. “Let’s stop here for a bit, and get out of these clothes while we’ve got the chance.”

Sophie and Jun quickly removed their top layer of clothes, and retrieved their things from the two sacks. They used the water in the flasks to wash their faces and hands, and before long they looked like their normal selves. They stuffed the forest clothes, knives and empty flasks into their sacks, which they planned to leave behind. They hoped that if anyone found them, they would think that they had fallen off a trader’s cart. Jun was careful to keep the parchment with the drawing of the black feather in his jacket pocket.

Sophie and Jun approached the tunnel entrance with caution. However, when they reached the opening it was clear that the guards had left for the night. There were two empty stools near the path, and a dying campfire. There was also no sign of any of the soldiers or travellers who had gone through the tunnel before them.

Night had fallen in the world of gateway eight. The barren landscape was gloomy and forbidding during the day, but at night, it looked even scarier. A half-moon bathed the world in an eerie weak light, and the many boulders and rocky outcrops loomed like large misshapen monsters out of the shadows.

In the distance, the dark tower of Malefic’s fortress stood stark and menacing, its outline etched against the night sky.

“I’m not sure what to do first. Go to The Black Feather Inn and try to find out what Malefic’s plotting, or go to the fortress and rescue Aisha and Basil. What do you think?” Sophie asked Jun.

“I think we should check The Book. It seems to be working okay now, and we need some advice. If Malefic and his goblin captains are at the inn, it could be a good time to get into the fortress, and be less risky for us when we leave the path. Let’s have a look at what it says, and then we can decide what to do.”

Jun quickly moved the two stools onto the path whilst Sophie got out The Book and opened it at the page for the world of The Eighth Gateway. They sat down and peered at the page which was illuminated by the pale moonlight.

For the game to continue you must all come together

There is much plotting afoot at The Black Feather

A dangerous foe awaits you at the inn tonight

He has watched you come, and to his delight

Your presence will give him the magic he needs

The final touch for his evil deeds

The time draws near for you to give up the power

To one who Malefic thinks is in the dark tower

Go to the inn and do not despair

Help will come from those who dare



“I wish it could be straight forward for once, and not always give us a riddle,” Sophie sighed. “Especially when we really need help.”

“I think it’s clear enough. It’s telling us to go the inn. Malefic’s going to be there, and probably the spy as well. He’s the only other enemy I know of who’s been watching us,” Jun said.

“I’ve no idea what giving up the power means, but it sounds like we’re going to get help, and everything will be alright,” Sophie looked hopeful.

“We’ll have a short rest while we decide what to do,” Jun replied.

At the same time that Sophie and Jun were sitting at the gate, and planning their next step, there was a surprising turn of events at the fortress.

Malefic was confident that all prisoners were securely locked away, and unable to escape. Accompanied by his key goblins – Weezle, Slithe and Grot – he left the fortress to meet with his senior goblin captains at The Black Feather Inn. They were waiting for him in the main room that was used for dining, and for receiving travellers. Their soldiers had been assembled, and were camped outside in the courtyard.

Malefic was totally unaware that in the deep dungeons of the tower, a daring escape was taking place.

Basil was furious that he had lost a move right at the start of the game, and had been captured and then imprisoned in The Snout’s Hole. He was determined to escape, and not wait to be rescued. Meeting the other imprisoned children from past games was proof that rescue might not come.

As Edward had suggested, Basil waited impatiently for The Snout to fall asleep. Several hours passed before he heard the loud snores of the ugly jailer. It was time to discuss his plans with Aisha and their fellow prisoners, so that they all knew what they had to do.

More time passed, and the captive children waited for the food bucket to be lowered into the hole.

“At last,” Basil exclaimed.

“Not too loud,” Aisha whispered. “The Snout will realize what we’re up to.”

The children quickly emptied the bucket of their daily food rations, and stood ready for action.

“You know what to do,” Basil said to his Viking charm as he placed it in the bucket.

“We’re finished,” Edward yelled at the jailer who was waiting above at the open grate.

“Uh,” The Snout grunted, and saliva dripped from his thick lips. He began to raise the bucket.

The children waited nervously. Everything hinged on the charm.

They didn’t have long to wait.

“Eh! Oi!” They heard the jailer cry out, and then a heavy thud. The bearded face of the Viking appeared in the opening, and then the dungeon ladder was lowered into the hole.

“Climb out. Be quick, and not too much noise. We don’t want to alert any other guards,” the Viking said.

Basil and Edward cupped their hands, and helped the other children to reach the ladder and climb out. Basil then helped Edward, and finally, being the last, he raised his arms, grabbed hold of the bottom rung and heaved himself up.

When they reached the cavern they saw that The Snout was lying on the floor.

“Let’s keep moving. I don’t want to wait and see what he does when he comes to,” Basil muttered.

He looked at the Viking who was standing over The Snout.

“Can you help us get out of the fortress?”

“Yes, my powers will last until you get away from the tower.”

Basil took a deep breath, and beckoned the others to follow him and the Viking up The Steps of Fate.

“When we reach the armoury the Viking will hold off any guards while we grab what we can to defend ourselves. Remember, they’re not expecting us,” Basil said softly.

Aisha followed Basil up the narrow steps. She was still astonished that his anger at the goblins, and his refusal to accept their imprisonment in The Snout’s Hole, had revealed another side to his character. In planning their escape, he had forgotten to be sarcastic, and had shown himself to be quite clever.

The other children crept up the steps behind Aisha. They were pale, and a little weak from their captivity, but they were determined to fight their way out if they had to.

It took only a few minutes to reach the armoury. To the escapees’ surprise, there were only two goblins on guard. They were seated at a small wooden table playing dice. The goblin soldiers were facing the stairs leading up to the great hall, believing that if there was an attack, it would come from that direction. They had their backs to The Steps of Fate, and therefore did not see the prisoners approach.

Before they could react, the Viking hit one of the goblins on the head. He fell to the ground dazed. The second goblin tried to get up from his stool and grab his short sword, but the Viking was too quick for him. He also received a heavy thump on the head, and he collapsed next to his comrade.

“Grab what you can,” Basil called out to the other children. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us upstairs or in the courtyard.”

Not being experienced soldiers, the children left the long spears, pikes, and bows and arrows. Each took a short sword from where they were stored against the armoury wall, hoping they would not have to use them.

The Viking led the way to the great hall, and once again the escapees were astounded to see that it was empty. No Malefic, no Weezle, Slithe and Grot, and no goblin soldiers.

“This is strange. Where is everyone? It seems that we’ll be able to get away from this terrible place more easily than we thought,” Basil said as he looked around the empty hall.

“We still need to be careful. It could be a trick,” Aisha replied.

They all crossed the great hall to the entrance. One of the huge doors was slightly ajar. The Viking held up his arm to stop the others whilst he peered round the opening.

“Night is falling. I can see a servant drawing water at the well, and a couple of soldiers on the battlements. But they’re leaning on their spears and talking amongst themselves. They don’t look like they are expecting any trouble,” he reported. “I will escort you to the fortress gate. From there you should be able to find the game path, and The Ninth Gateway.”

Taking advantage of the evening shadows, and the strange situation, the children quickly left the tower and walked swiftly towards the gate. The servant, who was also a captive of Malefic, paid them little attention. The soldiers ignored them. They reached the opening in the gate, and stared out at the dark and forbidding landscape.

“I must leave you now, as I have done all I can to help you,” the Viking said, and in an instant had shrunk back to the size of a charm. Basil picked him up carefully, and placed him back into his jacket pocket.

The group of children moved away from the gate, and stood in the shadow of the fortress wall so that they wouldn’t be seen by the soldiers on the battlements. Feeling much safer, they lay their swords on the ground, glad to leave them behind.

In the distance, they could see the dark shape of a low building, light shining from its windows. A soft white mist began to rise from the moor. It crept around the rocks and scrub, and curled itself around their ankles.

“We better get out of here before they discover we’ve escaped, and we need to get back onto the path and find Sophie and Jun. If that’s The Black Feather Inn over there, the path’s probably close by,” Basil said to the others.

“Yes, from what Sophie’s told us about this world, I think it must be the inn,” Aisha replied.

She watched the mist wrap itself around their legs. “I don’t like the look of this mist. It’s strange, and feels almost alive. Let’s hurry up and get to the inn. Who knows what’s out there on the moor.”

“Or what’s at the inn,” Basil muttered to himself, as he set off down a rough track which led away from the fortress and towards the inn. He was anxious, but he spoke calmly to the others.

“There’s still enough moonlight to follow the track, but be ready to hide if we hear or see anyone coming. And be as quiet as possible. We don’t want to announce our arrival in case there’s something dangerous up ahead.”

“We’re right behind you,” Edward answered on behalf of the five freed children.

The small band picked their way carefully, and silently, along the track. They were eager to get away from the mist whose creeping tentacles clutched at their legs.

As they neared the inn, the sound of gruff voices floated across the cool night air. Taking cover in some low bushes, the children crouched down out of sight until they could see who was at the inn.

Basil, with Aisha peering over his shoulder, parted some branches to get a better look.

Light spilled out of the inn windows and onto the courtyard. Basil and Aisha saw that there were several goblin soldiers sitting on two long stools on either side of the front entry porch, and there were about fifty more sitting around small camp fires in the courtyard.

“Look!” Aisha whispered. “I don’t believe it. There’s Sophie and Jun. They’re approaching the inn. I wonder if they know the goblins are there.”

As they watched, when Sophie and Jun were about one hundred meters from the inn, they stopped. They seemed undecided what to do.

Aisha was about to stand up and attract their attention, but Basil held her back.

“Wait. We need to see it’s safe.”

Sophie and Jun continued to walk towards the inn. The goblins remained where they were, unaware of their arrival.

“They’ve left the path,” Aisha said with surprise. “I can’t see them anymore. It’s too dark. They must have gone around to the back of the building.”

“I may be wrong. It’s so hard to see anything, but I thought I saw someone wearing a cloak follow them around the side.” Basil sounded tense.

Keeping his head down, he went over to the other children.

“You all need to stay here. Aisha and I are going to see what Sophie and Jun are up to. If we don’t come back soon, stay out of sight, and make your way to the path on the other side of the inn. Then go as fast as you can to The Ninth Gateway, and wait for us there.”

Basil and Aisha took a deep breath to calm their nerves and, hoping that they would not be seen under the cover of night, crept down the track towards The Black Feather Inn.







Chapter Twelve


A Twist in the Game

As Sophie and Jun approached the inn they saw the goblins sitting in the lamplight near the front porch, and the dark shapes of the other soldiers camped in the courtyard. They stopped walking to give themselves some time to consider what to do next.

“There’s no light around the side and back of the inn, and I can’t see any guards. It’s a risk, but if we could find the back door and get inside without being seen, we might be able to overhear what Malefic’s planning,” Jun said.

“Yeah, I think that’s our best shot. The Book said to come here, and it wouldn’t have suggested leaving the path unless it knew everything would be alright,” Sophie replied.

They left the path and moved swiftly across the rough ground, and reached the back of the inn without being seen. They flattened themselves against the wall and waited until they were sure they hadn’t disturbed anyone. The back of the inn was in darkness, but there was enough moonlight to make out a trap door leading to a cellar.

“That could be a good way in,” Jun whispered. “It’s unlikely the goblins will be in the cellar.”

They crept over to the trapdoor. Luckily it was unlocked, and Jun raised the door quite easily and lent it against the wall. He and Sophie climbed in, and made their way down the few steps leading to the cellar floor.

A small amount of moonlight entered the cellar through a barred window near the steps to the trapdoor. The patchy light revealed that the cellar contained a large number of sacks of flour and several wine barrels. In the shadows on the opposite side of the room was another short flight of stairs leading up into the inn.

“Got you,” came a gleeful cry from the open trapdoor.

Sophie and Jun whirled around just in time to see the outline of a cloak and small hands lowering the trapdoor. It was slammed shut, and they heard a loud clunk, and then a rattling noise.

“Quick! The other stairs!” Jun yelled out Sophie.

They rushed across the room, trying to avoid the sacks and barrels, and clambered up the cellar stairs. But they were too late. The door at the top of the stairs was also being pulled shut and they heard a key being turned in the lock.

“Hey! Let us out!” Jun shouted as he banged on the door.

“I knew that if I watched and waited for the right moment I’d finally catch you,” a low rasping voice whispered through the closed door. “It is no use yelling and trying to get out. You will be released when the master is ready to deal with you. He’ll be very pleased to learn that you have arrived, and are now his guests.”

Sophie and Jun heard the soft footsteps of their captor fade away.

Sophie sat down on the stairs looking very troubled.

“This is terrible. We walked into a trap. What are we going to do now?”

Jun sat down next to her, his eyebrows drawn together in a worried frown.

“There’ll be a way out of this, I’m sure. We’ve been in tough spots before.”

“Psst! Psst!”

“What was that?” Sophie grabbed hold of Jun’s arm.

“Psst! Over here! Sophie, it’s me, Basil. I’m at the window. Aisha’s here too.”

“What! Basil and Aisha!” Sophie was amazed. She stood up, clattered down the stairs, and went over to the barred window. Jun was right behind her.

Basil and Aisha were kneeling down and peering into the gloom of the cellar.

“We saw what happened. The spy was following you, and locked the trapdoor,” Basil said.

“How did you escape?” Sophie asked.

“I used my charm,” Basil replied. “But I’ll tell you about it later, once we’re all out of this dreadful place.”

“Can you open the trapdoor?” Jun asked.

“I don’t think so. There’s a huge bolt, and it’s locked into place by an unbroken chain. The links are sealed tight somehow or the other. We’ll have to find another way into the inn so that we can get you out.”

“No. That’s not a good idea,” Sophie said. “Malefic’s here with lots of his soldiers, and the spy is on the alert. We can’t risk all of us being caught and imprisoned.”

“But Sophie, we can’t leave you here with Malefic. You wouldn’t leave us behind,” Aisha said to her friend.

“The Book has told me what to do. It said I have to give up the power, and I think I now know what that means.”

“It’s The Book, isn’t it,” Jun said.

“Yes. I’m going to give it to Basil. He’s my cousin, so I’m sure Grandma would approve. Malefic’s magic has grown stronger, and I’m worried that he could now have a spell that makes me give him The Book. I can’t take that chance.”

“Basil, Sophie’s right. Take The Book. We’ll be much safer without it, and I’m sure we’ll find a way out of here,” Jun said.

Sophie pushed the satchel through the window bars.

“Basil, we’re all now relying on you. Keep it safe, and never ever give it up to Malefic or his goblins. Take it to Eda’s camp as fast as you can.”

“I don’t know about this,” Basil said, as he reluctantly took the satchel. He put the strap over his head so that the satchel was held firmly in place. “This game’s crazy, and we should never have got mixed up in it. I’ll do it, but I’m not sure I’m the right person to protect The Book if we come across Malefic again.”

“I’m sure you can do it,” Aisha said to Basil. “You knew how to get us out of the tower and across the moor.”

“I don’t know what you’ll find at The Ninth Gateway,” Sophie said, her face pressed up against the bars. “But if it’s locked, The Book will help you to open it.”

“Just get to Eda, and don’t worry about us. Keep going round the back of the inn and re-join the path after you’re safely past the soldiers,” Jun advised his friends. “Before you know it, we’ll be back into the game, and will see you on the other side of the gate.”

Jun crossed his fingers, hoping this was true.

“Go now, quickly. Before the spy gets back,” Sophie urged her cousin.

Basil and Aisha said their farewells, and walked cautiously around to the other side of the building. Light spilled out from a side window, and they could hear voices coming from inside the inn. They crouched down, and crept past the window. They saw that a few scrubby bushes grew between them and the game path.

“Are you ready?” Basil whispered to Aisha. “I’m going to hide behind the bushes, and aim for the path about fifty meters from the inn. The goblins shouldn’t be able to see us in the dark.”

Moving as swiftly and as quietly as they could, they soon reached the path. Basil risked pausing to look back at the inn. No one had raised the alarm. Breathing sighs of relief, Basil and Aisha set off along the path at a slow jog, and soon the lights from the inn had disappeared. Only the dark landscape surrounded them.

“I hope Edward and the others got to the gate safely,” Aisha panted.

Basil was also breathing heavily. “We’re out of sight. Let’s slow down a bit.”

They slowed to a fast walk, and after a few minutes they saw the enormous dark shape of a cliff rising high above them. A few shadowy figures moved out from the base of the rock to meet them.

“Hello,” Edward greeted Basil and Aisha. “We’ve only just arrived, and were wondering how we are going to get through the rock. Any suggestions?”

“Did you find your friends?” Betsy asked before Basil could respond to Edward.

“Yes, but they’re trapped at The Black Feather Inn, and we couldn’t get them out,” Aisha replied, looking very unhappy. “I didn’t like leaving them, but they were sure they’d find an escape route, and catch up with us.”

“None of us are safe yet,” Basil warned the others. “Aisha, help me with this book, so that we can work out how to open the gate.”

He dragged The Book out of the satchel, and the five rescued children stared at it wide-eyed. They were quite excited, as they recognized it from the games they had played in the past.

Basil and Aisha placed The Book on the ground, and Basil flipped through the pages until he reached the page for the world of The Eighth Gateway.

“Let’s hope this thing works. I don’t want to be stuck here,” Basil muttered. “Ah, good. Something’s happening.”

The words that would help them pass through the magic portal appeared.

All has passed as I foretold

You are the one, daring and bold

You now have the power within your hands

To escape from here to safer lands

Watch the rock and a beam of light

Will reveal the gate in the dark of night

Push it open and through you go

You will meet some friends and not your foe

Eda is waiting for the battle to start

The end is quite close, but you must play your part

“Well,” said Aisha, looking sideways at Basil. “When we started this game no one would have thought that you’d be described as daring and bold. Were you only pretending to be awful?”

“Come on,” Basil said, ignoring Aisha’s comment. “Let’s find this gateway and the mysterious Eda.”

A shimmering outline of large door frame appeared in the cliff. Inside the frame, the rock face had vanished, and the children stared into the mouth of a cave.

“We better hurry up before it closes,” Basil said, as he led the way through the gateway.

When everyone was in the cave they looked back. The portal was still open, and they could see the red brick path melting away into the darkness of Malefic’s world.

“That’s strange. The gateways usually shut pretty quickly,” Aisha said to the others. “I wonder why it’s staying open.”

“Well, I’m not staying to find out. I’m outta here,” Basil said firmly, and strode towards the light coming through an opening in the cave wall. It was the exit into the next world.

Outside the cave, the world of The Ninth Gateway was bathed in a pale, early morning light. Weak shafts of sunlight struck small puffs of white cloud, and a soft breeze brushed against the children’s faces. They stared out over a small valley surrounded by low rolling green hills and divided by a narrow river. From where they stood, the game path wound down a gentle slope. It followed the river bank for a short distance, and then snaked its way through a grassy field. On the far side of the field, pitched near a high brick wall, was a campsite containing dozens of round tents.

“That must be Eda’s enchanted walled garden over there. I think that’s where she lives,” Aisha explained. “It’s where we arrived last time and where we found The Tenth Gateway. We never saw the rest of the world. It’s very beautiful.”

Basil rushed off down the path. “We haven’t got time to look at the scenery. I want to look for Eda and find out what’s going on, and if she knows if Sophie and Jun are okay. I don’t want to be the one to tell Uncle Max and Aunt Laura, or Jun’s parents, that we left them in this awful place.”

The group of children arrived at the entrance to the campsite. A number of folk had emerged from their tents, and had started to rekindle their fires ready for breakfast. Amongst the campers were forest folk, elves, gnomes, and small villagers. All of them had answered Eda’s call for help.

“Hoy! Basil, Aisha!” a familiar voice called out.

They paused when they saw Twig coming out of one of the tents to meet them.

“Welcome. I’m glad to see that you have arrived safely. Eda has been waiting for you,” Twig said.

Aisha looked at him in surprise. “Twig! How did you get here? We thought you were still imprisoned in the round tower.”

“It’s a long story.”

Twig looked eagerly over Basil and Aisha’s shoulders. “I can see you have rescued some other children, but where are Sophie and Jun?”

“The last time we saw them they were trapped at The Black Feather Inn. Malefic and his henchmen were there, and we couldn’t get them out. Sophie gave me The Book and told me to reach Eda as soon as possible. She’ll have to help us,” Basil replied curtly “We’re only here because of her.”

Twig was shocked.

“What! That’s not good. Malefic’s got all sorts of vicious spells up his sleeve. But come with me now. Eda will know what to do.”

The children followed Twig along the path to a large round tent set in the middle of the campsite. Its entrance flap was open, and Twig led the way inside. Despite being worried about his cousin and Jun, Basil was excited that he was at last going to meet Eda, the creator of The Game World.

Eda was seated in a high-backed chair. Morgan, still wearing his travelling clothes, was seated on a stool nearby. They were talking softly, but stopped when they saw the children enter the tent.

Basil, who had never seen her before, thought Eda looked beautiful, but very serious. She wore an ankle-length blue tunic over a pale yellow long-sleeved blouse and soft green leather boots. The tunic was gathered at the waist by a colourful jewelled belt. Slung around her hips was a leather belt with a long narrow scabbard which was made to hold a wand, and not a sword.

Eda and Morgan stood up to greet the children.

“Welcome, and thank you Twig for bringing them here. I have met all of you before, except for Basil. My thanks go to you in particular Basil, and to you Aisha. You have helped influence the moves in the game, including opening The Ninth Gateway. It now serves my purpose to leave it open, and have Malefic think it is still part of the game.”

“Do you know if Sophie and Jun are safe?” Aisha asked Eda. “We’re really anxious about them.”

“Morgan has told me of some of their adventures and I am aware of what happened at The Black Feather Inn,” Eda replied in her quiet voice. “Malefic has had you watched as you played the game. His main objective was to catch Sophie and make her give him The Book. He wants to learn all the secrets of the game, and gain the extra powers he needs to defeat me and get through The Tenth Gateway.”

“Malefic missed several opportunities to catch Sophie, but now he will be gloating that she and Jun have fallen into his trap.” Morgan said.

“Eda, you might be pleased that your plans are working, but we need to rescue Sophie and Jun. We can’t leave them at the inn,” Basil said to the magician.

“Do not worry. They will find a way to reach you. Malefic will lose interest in them once he realizes that The Ninth Gateway is open, and that The Book is here with me. He will give chase, and I must defeat him and make sure he is again securely imprisoned in the world of The Eighth Gateway. He will be here soon, and we must be ready for him.”

“What do you need us to do?” Aisha asked.

“Go with Morgan. He will make sure you all remain safe while I deal with Malefic and his goblins. Keep The Book with you at all times. You will need it to get through The Tenth Gateway.”

Morgan ushered the children and Twig out of Eda’s tent, and along the game path to the walled garden which lay at the far side of the campsite. A small canvas tent was pitched near the entrance to the garden and when the children entered, they were pleased to see a jug of juice, and some bread and cheese.

“Please stay here,” Morgan said to the children. “Twig and I need to go and organize our folk, and prepare for Malefic’s arrival.”

“Okay, okay, will do,” Basil nodded, but he had no intention of doing what he was told.







Chapter Thirteen


At the Black Feather Inn

Sophie and Jun were trapped in the cellar. They sat on the steps near the door into the inn wondering what they were going to do next.

“I hope I was right to give Basil The Book. I’m not sure he understands its powerful magic, and how important it is to winning the game,” Sophie said. She sounded very worried.

“I’m sure he’ll be okay,” Jun replied. “The Book knows what it’s doing, and Aisha seemed impressed by the way Basil organized the escape from The Dark Tower. Our main problem is to work out how to get out of here, and re-join the game.”

Sophie stood up and went to try the door again. She rattled the handle and kicked the door fiercely, but it didn’t budge.

Jun pushed at the door several times with his shoulder, and he felt a slight movement. He moved back to have another go, when the door suddenly opened.

Two armed goblin soldiers stood there. One of them was Captain Erluc, whom they had last seen leading his small troop through The Eighth Gateway. The other was his sergeant, Uglidor. Both were in battle dress, with swords drawn.

Captain Erluc looked at the children coldly.

“Come along you two, and no funny business. The master is waiting,” he growled.

“At least we’re out of the cellar, which gives us a better chance to escape,” Jun whispered to Sophie, as they were marched down the passage.

“Quiet, you miserable creatures.” Captain Erluc prodded Jun in the back with his sword.

At the end of the passage Sophie and Jun heard muffled voices coming from behind an old wooden door. Opposite, rickety old stairs led to the sleeping chambers above.

The captain shoved Jun aside, and knocked loudly on the door. A goblin soldier opened it from the other side.

“In you go,” the captain snapped. He and Uglidor pushed the two friends so hard, that they stumbled as they entered the room, and fell to their knees.

The room had grown silent, and Sophie and Jun stood up slowly. They rubbed their bruised knees, and quickly scanned the room.

Being an old inn, the original room used for welcoming guests and for dining, was small. It had a low-beamed ceiling and wood panelled walls, and it was lit by several candle lanterns. A slow burning log fire added to the murky light.

Malefic was seated close to the fire in a large chair, and next to him, almost hidden in the dark shadows, stood a small hooded figure. On one side of Malefic, five of the goblin captains sat at two rough wooden trestle tables. On the other side of the magician, Sophie and Jun recognized Grot, Weezle and Slithe. Captain Erluc, the sixth goblin captain, and Uglidor, remained standing near the door to the passage. Two other goblins stood guard at the front door.

The bad-tempered old hobgoblin who looked after the inn, watched everyone from behind the bar. Behind him was the door leading to the kitchen.

Sophie and Jun could see that there was no easy way out of their predicament.

Malefic looked his usual evil self, and was dressed ready for battle. He wore a plain cream linen shirt under a long, tight fitting leather jerkin, and his dark woollen pants were tucked into knee-high boots. His long fair hair was tied back, and sat snugly into the nape of his neck.

“Ah, my honoured guests,” Malefic said, as he glowered at the children, his black eyes glittering dangerously. “I believe we have met before, but this time I think I have the upper hand.”

“You may have captured us, but there are others who are playing against you, and you’ll never win the game,” Sophie said boldly, determined not to show any fear.

“Be silent girl! I have no time for you,” Malefic replied impatiently. He stared at Sophie, and then his eyes narrowed.

“Where is The Book? The girl normally has it. Perscrutor, answer me.”

The spy threw off his hood and stepped forward, and the children could at last see his face. They were surprised to see that he wasn’t a goblin. He looked more like an elf from one of the game worlds. His face was pale, with a long nose and thin lips. Like Malefic’s, his thin dark hair was tied back out of the way and his short pointed ears could be seen quite clearly. The right side of the spy’s face was slightly twisted by a deep scar which ran from under his right eye to the corner of his mouth. He looked at Sophie and Jun with dislike.

“It was with her when they entered the cellar Master.”

“Erluc. Take your man and search the cellar. Now! Be quick about it!” Malefic ordered the captain.

“Yes, Master.” Captain Erluc and his offsider hastily left the room.

Suddenly, there was a loud noise at the main entrance to the inn. The front door flew open, and a goblin soldier staggered in. It was Rotz, one of the guards from the fortress. He was breathing heavily, and he looked very anxious. He clumped across the room, and, trembling with fear, he knelt in front of Malefic with his head bowed.

“You had better have a very good reason for this behaviour,” Malefic said softly, his voice full of menace.

“Master, a terrible thing has happened. The prisoners in The Snout’s Hole have escaped. The Snout was attacked, but soon managed to raise the alarm. Two of us followed their trail to the path leading to The Ninth Gateway. We were about to catch up with them when we saw two more of the creatures come from the direction of the inn. We stayed hidden, and watched as they looked at something, and then the gate opened.” The guard gulped, not daring to raise his head and look at his angry master.

“How dare you come and tell me this. What fool let this happen?”

Before any of the captains or the guard could reply, Captain Erluc and Uglidor returned from searching the cellar. The captain approached Malefic with dread.

“Master, The Book is not there.”

“More incompetence. Obviously these two found a way to give the other ones The Book. I blame you for this Perscrutor.” Malefic was furious, and the spy shrank back into the shadows.

Malefic glared at Sophie and Jun who had remained silent whilst the magician received the bad news. They hid their relief that Basil and Aisha had got safely through The Ninth Gateway.

Malefic turned his angry gaze back to Rotz, who still knelt, shaking before him.

“So, why are you here without the escaped prisoners?”

“They went through the gate Master. We dared not follow.”

Malefic’s eyes glowed, and he pointed a long finger at Rotz. He was about to punish the frightened goblin with a painful spell, when he paused. Eda had managed to keep The Ninth Gateway locked against him, but now he saw that there could be an opportunity to break through the portal.

“Did the gate close behind them?” Malefic asked the guard.

“No, Master. When I left to come here and report, it was still open. Sznagg stayed behind to guard the gate, and await your orders.”

“Ah ha! This new player in the game has made a mistake.” Malefic rubbed his hands together and turned to his captains.

“Get ready. We leave immediately for the gateway. It’s time to give Eda a nice surprise.”

Five of the goblin captains rushed out of the inn. They were in a great hurry to organize the troops, and avoid Malefic’s anger. Captain Erluc, Uglidor and Rotz, remained behind to guard the two prisoners.

Not sounding as confident as before, Perscrutor bowed to Malefic.

“Will I return these creatures to the cellar Master?”

Malefic stroked his chin and looked thoughtful.

“No. Bind their hands and bring them with the army. They will give me something else to bargain with in my fight against Eda. But this time, make sure Erluc guards them well, or you will all be very sorry.”

“Did you hear that? We’re going with them,” Jun murmured into Sophie’s ear.

“Yes. Once we’re back on the path and near Eda, we stand a good chance to get away.”

Perscrutor spoke quietly to the captain.

“Erluc, there is no time to waste. Tie these two prisoners up, and have your men guard them closely. I don’t think the Master will treat either of us kindly if we let them escape.”

Captain Erluc and the two other goblins dragged their prisoners away to the other end of the room. Perscrutor remained with Malefic to receive his final instructions.

Uglidor and Rotz bound Sophie and Jun’s hands behind their backs. Captain Erluc checked all was in order, and nodded at the soldiers.

“Good. Follow me. The troops are waiting. Stay close to the creatures. Do not let them out of your sight,” he grunted, as he led the way out of the inn.

Perscrutor had already disappeared. He had activated his magic door, and instantly transported himself to The Ninth Gateway. The spy wanted to regain his master’s confidence by ensuring all was in order when he arrived at the gate.

Malefic watched them all leave before standing up to make his own preparations.

“At last,” he murmured. “Eda tricked me into entering The Game World, but her powers have weakened. This time, victory will be mine.”

Malefic snapped his fingers. His three servants knew what was required. Slithe rushed over with a belt which held a pouch of magic black powder. Malefic tied it around his waist. Next, Grot handed the magician his black cloak. Malefic flung it around his shoulders, and then held out his right hand. Weezle, who had been standing behind Grot, placed the magician’s wand in the outstretched hand. Malefic was now ready to confront Eda.

Slithe opened the inn door for his master, and Malefic strode out of the room, followed by his three servants.

Outside, the sky was beginning to lighten into a dark grey dawn. The goblin troops were ready to march, and Sophie and Jun were thrust into the middle of Captain Erluc’s soldiers.

Malefic spoke to his captains.

“I will see you at the gate. I want to see for myself that it remains open, and then I will make my final plans to destroy Eda’s game, and the world beyond, which she is so determined to protect.”

Malefic floated above the ground, and then, accompanied by his three servants, he flew off towards The Ninth Gateway.

In less than a minute Malefic arrived at the opening in the cliff face. Perscrutor and Sznagg were there, awaiting his arrival.

“All is well Master,” the spy reported. “The new players have left the gate open, and I easily entered the world of The Ninth Gateway. The entrance on the other side is unguarded, and all is quiet at Eda’s camp.”

“Ah ha! Just as I thought. Eda thinks she is safe, but she is in for a shock. I will soon be in control of the game, not her, and she will be my prisoner,” Malefic curled his lips in an evil smile.

“Weezle, Slithe,” he called out to his servants who were hovering nearby, waiting for their orders. “When Erluc and the other captains arrive with their troops, tell them to stay quiet, and to join me on the other side of the tunnel.”

“What about the two prisoners Master?” Perscrutor enquired.

“Leave them under guard in the tunnel. You can come back and get them if I think they can be useful. Now, to more important things. Grot, I want you and Perscrutor to come with me.”

With a swirl of his black cloak Malefic flew through the tunnel, with Grot and Perscrutor trailing behind him.

In no time at all, the three of them stood on the hill overlooking Eda’s camp.

Malefic was pleased at what he saw. It was still early morning, and only a few forest folk were cooking their breakfasts. Most of the tent flaps were closed, indicating that the other folk had not yet risen for the day. There was no sign of the children who now had the magic book, and Malefic thought that they must be with Eda.

“All the better,” he muttered to himself. “I’ll attack Eda first, and frighten them into giving me The Book. And if I need to, I can threaten their friends if they don’t hand it over.”

The goblin troops were filing out of the tunnel, and stood with their captains on the hillside, waiting for Malefic to give the signal to attack.

“Now, remember what I said,” Malefic barked his orders. “Take as many prisoners as possible. I want them under my control, and part of my invading army when I get through The Tenth Gateway.”

“Yes, Master. We are ready,” his captains grunted.

Malefic lifted himself off the ground, and spread his arms wide. Like a huge bird, he swooped down the grassy slope heading straight for Eda’s tent. His servants flew after him.

The goblin army clambered down the hill, weapons raised, yelling their war cries.

"Ahhhhh! Grrrr! Waaaa! Yaaah!

The folk cooking breakfast looked up as if alarmed, and grabbed weapons that had been lying near their camp-fires. As the first soldiers in the goblin army reached the campsite, the tent flaps opened, and Eda’s folk poured out, fully armed. The fight was on.

The goblins were well-armed with short swords and spears, and wore tough leather jerkins to protect their thick bodies. But they wore heavy boots, which made them clumsy, and they had also lost the element of surprise.

Eda’s folk were slightly outnumbered, but the goblins had not planned on how difficult it would be to fight the folk they could see, and invisible forest folk at the same time.

Meanwhile, Malefic, now in a cold rage at the trick that had been played on him, had arrived at Eda’s tent. He pulled back the flap across the entrance, but the tent was empty.

“As you can see, Malefic, I am not there. Did you think you could catch me so easily?” Eda’s soft voice buzzed in Malefic’s ear.

He whirled around in fury, his cloak brushing roughly across the faces of his alarmed servants.

Eda stood behind him on the green grass. Morgan and Twig stood close by, ready to protect Eda’s back. Out of the corner of his eye, Malefic saw the human children approaching along the game path. Basil had persuaded the others to leave their safe area, and come with him to see what was happening.

“This is my time Eda. My magical powers have grown, and my goblins are stronger than your weak creatures. Even now, I can hear their cries of victory. You, and your kind, will be defeated, and I will win the game,” Malefic hissed.

“I can hear no cries of victory. Your troops are losing,” Eda stared at Malefic. “But, I agree, your time has come.”

Eda raised her wand, and a massive charge of energy hit Malefic in the chest. He was jolted backwards, but he had been prepared for this.

He then counter-attacked. His wand threw out a brilliant flash of light, and Morgan and the children saw Eda fall to the ground. They began to move forward to help her, and Malefic pointed his wand in their direction.

“Stay back,” Eda cried, as she tried to get to her feet. “I am alright. Protect yourselves.”

Malefic turned back to face Eda. She was still on her knees when he hurled a second intense attack. This time it hit her on the shoulder, and she fell backwards.

“Go!” she gasped at the children. “Go to the garden. What you seek is there.”

“Do as she says,” Morgan shouted above the noise of the battle going on around them. “Malefic must not get The Book and find The Tenth Gateway.”

The outcome of the battle was still uncertain, and Basil and Aisha knew that they couldn’t risk Malefic gaining control over their minds and make them give up The Book. They turned to go back to the walled garden, but three snarling goblins barred their way.

“You go Basil. We’ll hold them off,” Edward cried. “You and Aisha have to protect your world. It’s no longer ours. We belong here now, with Eda and the others.”

He and the other four children lunged at the goblin soldiers and, together, easily knocked them over

Taking this opportunity, Basil and Aisha sped off along the game path, and ran through the iron gate into the enchanted garden. Basil slammed the gate shut, and pulled the bolt across.

“Now what?” Aisha panted. “Who knows who’s going to win? Do we risk finding and opening The Tenth Gateway? And what about Sophie and Jun?”

“I don’t know what to do about the gateway. It could be anywhere, and take ages to find,” Basil replied, looking very frustrated. “All I know is, is that we can’t go home without Sophie and Jun. And anyway, if Malefic wins, none of us probably stands a chance of getting out of here.”







Chapter Fourteen


An Uncertain Fate

“Hey, open up! Hurry!”

Basil and Aisha spun around expecting to see Edward or one of the other children. But to their astonishment, Sophie and Jun stood on the other side of the gate.

“Come on! Before they see us!” Jun yelled.

Basil rushed back to the gate, and pulled back the bolt.

“How did you get here? I’m so glad to see you. We didn’t know what to do.”

“We were in the tunnel between the worlds. But we were lucky the guards left us by ourselves while they went to look at the battle. Our hands were tied behind our backs, but the knots had loosened, and we managed to untie each other,” Jun explained. “We escaped from the tunnel, and raced down the hill. The guards tried to catch us, but you know how clumsy they are. They tripped and fell over, and we got away.”

Sophie finished the story. “Everyone was fighting, and we managed to get through the campsite without anyone stopping us. We saw you leave those other children fighting the goblins, and we ran along the path to the garden. But we’re not safe yet, especially if Perscrutor and Malefic realize we’re here, and have The Book.”

“But what about Eda? Aisha cried out.”Malefic had her on the ground, and she looked hurt."

“It was hard to see what was going on as there was so much flashing light. But we did see two shapes hovering above the ground, so Eda must have recovered,” Jun replied. “Malefic’s horrible goblin servants were in a huddle nearby, keeping themselves well away from the fight. I couldn’t see the spy.”

“We can’t go back and see who wins,” Sophie added. “We’ve no time to lose. We have to find The Tenth Gateway and get out of here. I think we should start from the fountain, like we did in the first game.”

The four children, relieved that they were all together again, but nervous that Perscrutor or Malefic would appear to stop them, raced to the fountain. It stood in the middle of the enchanted garden, encircled by the red brick path. Six identical looking red brick paths, about fifty meters long, led in straight lines away from this central core.

“Quick, Basil, open The Book. It’s our only way of knowing where the gateway might be,” Sophie said.

Now it was Basil’s turn to take The Book out of the satchel, and lay it on the ground where they could all see it. He turned to the last page. It was still blank, except for a picture of a green garden door at the bottom of the page.

“Come on, come on, come on! Hurry up, hurry up!” Basil said impatiently, staring at the blank page.

Nothing happened.

“What if it’s not working again,” said Aisha, looking very tense. “We’ll never get home.”

Suddenly, The Book jumped a few centimetres off the path, and then settled itself back down.

“Thank goodness. It’s still adjusting itself to the changes in the game. The words are coming now,” Sophie said, and they all read the faint writing.

Eda has changed The Tenth Gateway it’s true

But look very hard, it’s not hidden from view

The magic you used to get into this land

Is the magic you need, it fits right in your hand

You have almost reached the end of the game, and the way out is near

Eda’s power still works, have nothing to fear

What looks real is false, and what looks false is real

Find the rainbow’s end, it has much to reveal

First follow the path and trust in yourself

But the danger’s not over, watch out for the elf.

“Why’s it so hard. I wish it would just tell us where to go, and how to open the gate. And what path? Not the one we came along. That’s obvious,” Basil groaned, as he returned The Book to the satchel.

“Basil, you know we have to meet the challenge at each gate, so that we can move forward. Now, help us work out this last puzzle,” Sophie said, trying very hard not to be annoyed with her cousin.

“Which path I wonder? They all look the same, but they all end up somewhere different. Look at this one,” Jun said pointing at the path next to him. “There’s a statue of a large urn at the end of it.”

He moved to the next path. “This one ends in a hedge.”

“This path runs into a brick wall,” Aisha said, looking down a third pathway.

“This one looks more promising. It leads to the gate of a small cottage.” Sophie was looking down the fourth path.

“And this last one runs smack up against a wall painting of a garden arch, but it’s covered with creepers,” said Basil, who was peering down the fifth pathway.

“The verse says ’what looks real is false, and what looks false is real. I reckon we need to take a better look at the wall painting,” Jun said to the others.

Everyone agreed, and they all ran up to the painting and studied it with some difficulty, as it was almost hidden from view by ivy. The eye was led through the arch to the picture of a green valley and distant mountains bathed in sunlight.

“I can’t see any rainbow. This must be the wrong path,” Sophie exclaimed. “We’d better try the cottage.”

“No, wait a minute. Look, above the arch. It’s covered by the ivy, but underneath, I’m sure there’s the outline of a rainbow’s arc,” Jun said.

He pushed the creeper aside, and then they could all see it. The faint colours of a rainbow began near the top left side of the arch and then disappeared down the other side.

“I can see something else painted at the bottom of the wall,” Jun said, and he pulled away more of the ivy to reveal the picture of a small green wooden door at the end of the rainbow. It was about his height, with a large door-knob and key-hole painted on the right-hand side.

“This must be it. It must be The Tenth Gateway. But how do we get through it?” Basil cried.

“By using a key,” Sophie replied. “Think what the verse said. We needed our magic charms to start the game, and we need a charm to end it. I still have my charm. Remember, it’s a key, and I’m sure it will open the…”

“Oh no!” Aisha cried out. The others spun around to see what the problem was.

Aisha was pointing back along the path. It was Perscrutor. He was upon them in a flash.

“Thank you,” he panted. “You have found The Tenth Gateway. I knew you’d lead me to it. When my master finishes with Eda, he will be here to thank you in person. Now, give me The Book, and he might overlook all the trouble you have caused.”

“No way,” said Basil, grasping the satchel close to his chest.

But his bravado quickly turned to dismay. Four goblin soldiers had appeared at the top of the path, and were now clomping towards them in their heavy boots. One of them was Captain Erluc, determined to get even with Sophie and Jun.

“Grab them,” Perscrutor ordered. “I’ve found what I was looking for. Take them back to the camp, and we’ll deal with them there.”

The soldiers pounced on the children. Captain Erluc and one of his soldiers grabbed Sophie and Jun and held their arms behind their backs. Basil and Aisha tried to defend themselves against the other two goblins but they knew that they couldn’t win the fight. The goblins were too tough, and Basil was at a disadvantage because he was carrying the satchel and book. But he couldn’t take it off. If he placed The Book on the path, he was giving it up willingly, and Perscrutor could grab it. Then it really would be the end of the road.

Perscrutor, his face a mask of cunning, watched the children lose their struggle against the soldiers.

“It’s not over yet,” Jun yelled out at Perscrutor. “You think you’re so clever. Look behind you. Our friends have come to help us.”

“What!” Perscrutor looked around, startled. It was now his turn to look alarmed.

Rushing towards him was Morgan, Twig, and several brownies. All were well armed.

Morgan had seen Perscrutor and the soldiers follow the children into the garden, and had left the main battle to make sure they were safe. Twig, and the other brownies had joined him in the chase. They wanted to defend the children, but they also wanted to catch Perscrutor. The traitor elf had betrayed his own people.

Twig threw himself at the spy, and flattened him. Perscrutor was badly winded, but he knew the brownie couldn’t hold onto him for long.

Morgan and the other forest folk attacked the goblin soldiers, who were forced to back away from the children in order to counter attack.

It was a ferocious sword fight, but the goblins, except for Captain Erluc, were quickly overpowered. The captain, grunting and snarling, swung his sword wildly at Morgan and two brownies. But soon, even the captain had to surrender. The brownies disarmed the goblins, tied them all together, and then marched them back towards the garden gate and the camp site.

Morgan went over to the children to see that they were unharmed. They had recovered from their fright, and now wanted to know what was happening at the camp.

Unfortunately, as the children gathered around Morgan, they had forgotten about Twig and the spy who were wrestling on the ground several meters away.

“Help! I can’t hold him,” Twig called out.

Jun was the first to look around to see what was happening, and saw Twig struggling with the spy. He leapt into action to help his friend. But he was too late. Perscrutor had wriggled his way out of Twig’s grasp, and was now back on his feet. Before Jun could stop him, the spy was racing back along the path towards the campsite.

“Stay here, everyone!” Morgan exclaimed. “You won’t catch him. He can transport himself to safety any time he wants, and it’s now vital that you get through the gateway in case we are attacked again.”

“So Morgan, you don’t think we’re out of danger. Does that mean Eda’s in trouble?” Jun wanted to know.

“I’m afraid the battle between Eda and Malefic is not over. I need to get back and make sure the goblins are in retreat, but it’s up to Eda to defeat Malefic. She wants you to open The Tenth Gateway, and leave here as fast as possible. I will make sure the gateway is securely closed, and don’t worry, only Eda’s magic will open it again.”

“But what about Perscrutor? He’s seen where the gate is,” Sophie said, looking horrified.

“Yes, but he doesn’t know how to open it. And neither does Malefic. He needs The Book. That’s why you must leave, now,” Morgan said firmly.

“And don’t worry about leaving us,” Twig added. “Eda’s magic is very strong, and I am confident she will win, and send Malefic back to the fortress where he belongs. The goblins will be useless without him, and Eda will be able to bring order back to the game.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m sure you’re right. Let’s get going everybody. I don’t want to stay here and wait for more goblins to get us. Sophie, hurry up and open the gate,” Basil piped up, impatient to be gone.

“I agree. We can’t do anything to help Eda at this stage. We’ve done our bit, and now we need to make sure the gateway’s secure,” Jun replied.

“I just want to go home,” Aisha wailed. “But Mum’s going to be furious that I’ve ripped my jacket.”

Her friends were now aware that they all looked a bit bedraggled. Basil’s jacket was also ripped, and his jeans were muddy. Sophie and Jun’s jeans were torn at the knees from when they had both been knocked to the ground, and their jackets looked like they needed a good wash. Everybody’s hair was untidy, and their faces smudged with dirt.

“It looks like we’ve all been in a fight,” Jun said. “I know that’s true, but we’ll have to think of something good to tell our parents when we get back. We can’t tell them about the game.”

“We can worry about that later,” Sophie said. “I’m going to try the key now.”

Sophie went up to the wall. She took her charm out of her pocket, and it instantly grew to the size of a large key. She placed the charm against the painted key-hole, and it immediately glowed with a strong yellow light. The light faded, and a real door appeared in the wall. Sophie, still holding the key, felt it slip neatly into the lock. She turned it, and the door opened.

The children could see nothing except for a grey-white mist, just like the one that had covered the world of gateway one.

“I’m not sure how this is going to work,” Sophie said.

“Just walk through it,” she heard Morgan say. "Your home is on the other side.

“You go first Aisha,” Jun said. "We’ll all follow.

Aisha walked into the mist, then Basil, followed by Sophie, and then finally Jun.

After only a few steps, they felt a soft rug underfoot instead of hard brick, and the mist vanished. They were back home in the study.

“Whew, what a relief!” Basil exclaimed. “And I can’t believe it. All our clothes are back to normal as well.”

Aisha grabbed her watch from the side table where she had left it.

“Look everyone, it’s the same as last time. We seemed to be away for days, but we’ve only been away for about five minutes.”

“I know we can’t go back, but I wish we knew what happened to Eda, and all our friends. I’d hate to think that Malefic is now in control of all of The Game World, and enslaved everybody,” Sophie sighed.

“Well, I’m never going there again. And as for that Eda! She’s the one that got us into that terrible game. It’s no thanks to her that we got back here in one piece. But it’s not good that Edward and the others are stuck there,” Basil replied, unhappy that the other children, at the cost of their own freedom, had fought off the goblins to enable Aisha and him to escape.

“Eda’s probably alright, and not under any sort of controlling spell, because Malefic hasn’t followed us through the gate. If she’s safe, I’m sure she’ll do everything she can to help the others,” Jun said. “And Basil, Eda was helping. She sent Morgan, and you don’t know what other magic she was using to help us play the game.”

“I suppose we’ll never know. Let’s pack up, and go and relax for a bit. It was a really hard game, and I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted,” Sophie said.

She opened the sea-chest, took out the painted box, and returned her charm into its own small box. Aisha had lost her charm, but Jun added his, as well as the piece of parchment with the drawing of the black feather.

“Here’s my Viking, and am I glad to get rid of this book. Here Sophie, you can have it back. Good riddance.”

Basil put his charm in the box. He then took off the satchel, and held it out to Sophie. “It’s all yours.”

“Thanks Basil. You’re probably right that it belongs back in Grandma’s chest,” she said, as she took The Book out of the satchel, and placed it carefully back into its box. She put the satchel away, and closed the lid of the sea- chest.

“I’m going to ask Dad to store this in the garage, and I’m going to hide the key,” Sophie said. “I don’t want to see the chest or the box again for a very long time.”

“Never would be even better. I’m sorry I ever asked you to take me with you,” Basil said.

“But Basil, I’m glad you played the game,” Sophie said to her cousin, surprised that she actually meant it. “We wouldn’t have escaped if it wasn’t for you. Aisha would still be a captive in The Dark Tower, and Jun and I would still be imprisoned at the inn. Maybe Malefic would even have found a way to make me give him The Book. Anyway, thanks Basil.”

“Yeah Basil, thanks,” Jun and Aisha said. “You were great.”

“I suppose you now want me to help with your school project,” Basil grinned.

“Only if you write the bit on swamp monsters and nasty goblins,” Sophie quickly replied.

“Ugh! Don’t remind me. I’m off to get my iPad, and I think I’ll leave you three to it,” said Basil, determined to have the last word.





EPUB/media/FC-9781528944038.jpg
|
0)¢ \

llllll
5||IMAIDIE REEVE ||[||§






