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PROLOGUE


DARKNESS

Vargas Havelock sat in his study. The room was cold and silent. There were a pair of filing cabinets, a bookcase with a handful of refer- ence books and a steel desk. Everything was made of metal or plastic, and the walls were plain white. There was only one chair. The room had an empty, soulless feel that would have made most people uneasy. Vargas found it comfortable. Vargas was not interested in aesthetics, nor luxury. Vargas Havelock was an extremely focused man. Now, he was sitting at his desk, one hand supporting his chin. Vargas Havelock was thinking. Business was good. Within his sector of London, he now had undisputed control over the drug and arms markets. The other crime lords of London respected him, and he was on good terms with many of them. Vargas rarely had to fight turf battles or even send out his enforcers any more. He was an established figure, and the mere mention of his name was enough to put down trouble.

Things had been different once. Twenty years ago, Vargas had been a street dealer with no more power and influence than the ones who now sold his product. But even then, he had possessed something that the other criminals had not: force of will and ruthless ambition. He had worked his way up the ladder slowly, driving out some of his competitors, buying out others. Now, he was at last approaching the stage he had always dreamed. of: legitimacy. His network | of contacts, patiently built up over many years, had expanded to the stage where he was on first-name terms with some of the most important businessmen and politicians of the country. He had long ago reached the point where he could convert his enterprises to legal ones and become a respectable businessman. But Vargas aspired to more than that. To be one of the few people in the country with real power, to be one of the figures in the shadows at whose word the nation moved: that was his desire. And it was nearly within his grasp. Except for one thing. An empire needed an heir. Vargas wanted more than just power in this life; he aspired to immortality. To have his own children carry on his tradition, past his own death: that was the final stage. Vargas had three children. One of them, Michael, was less than ten metres away, sleeping in his bedroom. But the other two were missing.

It had now been almost exactly two years since Allandra and Ignis had escaped from him in the Rhosmaen valley, swept away by the raging river. Vargas had searched fruitlessly for almost a year — until Allandra had walked right into his hands. The memory of that week in June still made Vargas clench his fist. Allandra had been in the palm of his hand. She had been back in her room in Hampstead, secure and under his control, on the verge of surren- dering and joining her twin brother. And then she had been spirited away from under his nose. If Allandra had been taken by a rival in the criminal world, or by the police, it would have been easier for Vargas to accept. But what was so galling was that, as far as Vargas knew, she had been rescued by a gang of children. There had been a girl with fair hair. A tall boy who had pulled Allandra away on the bridge over the spillway. And Ignis. Ignis had always been the odd one out of Vargas’s children. A year older than Allandra and Michael, he had been the one most affected by their mother’s departure. With Karen no longer there, he had grown more and more intractable, and neither beatings nor threats would change him. It exasperated Vargas. He had always taken pride in his ability to bend any other person to his will, no matter how stubborn or uncooperative. But with Ignis, Vargas had failed. No matter what order Vargas gave, Ignis would ignore

it. And afterwards, no matter what punishment Vargas inflicted, Ignis would pick himself up, dust himself off, and do the same stupid thing all over again. At the time of Ignis’s disappearance, Vargas had been coming close to giving up on his firstborn son. He had seen enough boys like Ignis for him to predict the direction Ignis would take. Ignis would continue to defy him and, as he grew older and stronger, his acts of rebellion would become more and more extreme. And finally, if Ignis did not change, Vargas would be forced to kill him. Except Ignis .had changed. When Ignis had con- fronted Vargas on the dam that June morning, Vargas had viewed him as a nuisance, a diversion from the more important business of Allandra. But in the year since then, Vargas had had plenty of time to think over the brief conversation they had shared. Ignis had become more controlled, more capable. His potential had suddenly grown, and not in a way Vargas had expected. Two years ago Vargas had thought of Ignis as a failure, but now he was changing his mind. However, it was still Allandra to whom his thoughts returned most often. Vargas had always planned for Allandra to be his heir: she was the most intelligent of the three, and potentially the most ruthless if shaped correctly. Whatever had happened to her in the miss- ing year had made her more suited than ever to join him. Yet, at the end, she had dropped away out of his

reach, carried away on a rope by some boy that he. had never seen before, vanishing into the Rhosmaen forests. Andit it was here that Vargas’s ees always came up against a blank wall. Where had Allandra and Ignis gone? Twice within one year they had vanished into the hills and forest north of Rhosmaen. He had searched every inch of the area, questioning every living being he found, and found no trace of either one. At times Vargas could almost believe that they were hiding in the forest, tucked away in some cave or tree. But that was impos- sible. They had been wearing new clothes, had received some kind of training; that meant some adults were watching over them. And there were no adults living in the forests near Rhosmaen. No, the only conclusion Vargas could reach was that the Rhosmaen valley was some kind of drop-off point. From there, Allandra and Ignis must have been carried in a vehicle to a town or city a long way away. His investigations along those lines had produced no result, but a single car or van travelling across England could easily have passed unnoticed. His agents were still searching, but Vargas no longer expected results. If they were well dug into a city, it would be very difficult to find them, unless they broke cover… Vargas paused. Last time, they had broken cover. He had been at a dead end, and out of the blue,

Allandra had walked right into his Rhosmaen house. Ignis had followed within a week. He was going about this the wrong way. Instead of searching for Allandra and Ignis, he should wait for them to come to him. He would pull back his searchers from the rest of England and concentrate them in London. He would increase the security on his own house and everywhere that Michael went. And.he would recruit eyes every- where in London. If they had come to London and to Michael once, they would come again. And when they did, he would have them. Vargas stood and walked to the window, looking out into the night. After a while, he began to smile. Ignis and Allandra would show themselves eventually. He could wait. And next time, they would not get away.


|



PEACEFUL DAYS

“Wake up, Ally.” It was dark, and the air was still. Allandra slept. “Come on, get up!” Allandra didn’t answer. “Ally!” Allandra’s bed was soft and warm, and she was comfortable. She yawned and settled down, trying to get back to sleep. In the next instant, Allandra was awake. There was a presence above her head, a sense of danger. Throwing back the covers with one hand, she dived off the bed into a forward roll. Allandra rolled over her shoulder and hip, coming up onto one leg to rise to her feet. She moved into the ichi mongi ready stance, sideways with one hand extended and the other over her heart. Her foot came down on the floor and she was ready, standing two metres away from the bed and facing the intruder. From beginning to end the entire movement had taken less than two seconds. Jennifer stood over Allandra’s pillow, a cup of water in her hand. She was Allandra’s roommate, a small,

quick girl with blonde-brown hair and an expressive face. She had clearly been about to pour the water over Allandra’s head. “Damn! I thought Id get you.” Allandra came out of her stance. “Jen, what are you doing?” “You asked me to wake you up.” “T didn’t ask you to soak me, you maniac!” “I woke you up, didn’t I? And I didn’t even have to get you wet to do it.” Jennifer walked out into the shared room with a long-suffering expression. “I do everything that I’m asked, I’m nothing but a help to everyone around me, and I never get any thanks. But virtue is its own reward, and—” Allandra grabbed her pillow from the bed and threw it at Jennifer’s retreating back. Without looking, Jennifer sidestepped and the pillow flew through the room and hit the wall. Allandra walked over to pick it up, then looked out of the window. The first light of dawn was reaching the valley outside. The sun’s rays, shining up from the east, fell through the leaves and branches of the trees to lay patches of light across the long dojos at the bottom. A metre or so above one of the dojos, two boys were crossing one of the bridges that ran from one side of the valley to the other; their black gis and green belts marked them as second- to fifth-year students. The bridge, made of thin logs held together with rope, swayed slightly under their weight. On the far side,

behind the trees, a teacher was leading a crowd of. first years up one of the higher paths. Along the path were other rooms like Allandra’s, dug so deeply into the valley slopes that only the door, windows and front wall of each emerged from the earth. The colours of the valley were green and brown. It was autumn, and most of the wild flowers that lined the paths had shed their petals for the coming winter, but here and there between the trees, the willowherb still flowered, making smudges of bright pink amidst the greenery. Up in the branches were more houses: small one-room cabins built into the trees. In between and above them ran the tightropes, criss-crossing the valley to form the highest layer of all. One of the sixth formers was walking on them. Ten metres above the buildings, he crossed the thin rope without stopping or slowing, his shape a silhouette against the pale sky. Allandra opened the window. The air came flooding in, cold and clear, and the sounds of the valley came with it: the creaking of the bridge ahead of her, the hurrying, soft footsteps of the first years disappearing into the trees to her left, the calls of the birds in the trees above, and, from all around, the quiet murmur of waking voices. From further down the valley came the crack of wood against wood, as students fought with training weapons. Just a few centimetres away from Allandra’s face, at the end of the strands of long grass that hung down over her window, drops of dew were

sparkling in the morning light, each holding within it a tiny, perfect reflection of everything before her. Allandra reached out and touched one. The clear water — jumped onto her finger, and through it she felt the light breeze drifting up the valley. It was morning in Rokkaku. Hidden away in the heart of Wales, the forest valley was a secret school of ninjutsu, and Allandra’s home. Jennifer came out of, the bathroom, yawning, as Allandra shut the window. “Oh, it’s too early. Why couldn’t they let us sleep in on our first day?” “First you wake me up, then you complain about the time.” “What do you think our first class is?” Jennifer asked, ignoring Allandra completely. “I hope we get more gym lessons this year.” “You don’t need any more gymnastics lessons,” Allandra said as she went into the bathroom and closed the door. “You’re the best in the class already.” “That’s why it’s fun!” “For you.” “Picky, picky. Anyway, they’d better cut back on the Japanese. They went nuts with that last year. An hour a day, six days a week, and homework as well. I was seeing kanji and hiragana and katakana in my sleep. And it’s pointless learning it anyway, because every single one of the Japanese guys here speaks English. If they tell us we’re going to keep doing it, I

think I’m going on strike. Maybe I could get some of. the others to join in. Chris wouldn’t, but I think he actually likes learning that stuff. But nobody else could. Why anyone would ever want to…” Allandra grinned to herself as Jennifer carried on. As far as she was concerned, Japanese lessons and getting up at six in the morning were a small price to pay for having her friends around again. And despite all Jennifer’s complaining, she didn’t think that Jennifer missed the summer holidays that much either. Allandra had known for a long time that Jennifer had probiems with her family. Every now and again Jennifer would disappear for a weekend on un- explained “family business”, and would always come back with her spirits dampened. Jennifer never spoke about these trips, and out of respect for her room- mate’s privacy, Allandra didn’t pry. But she couldn’t help noticing that Jennifer had returned from the summer holidays a week before the Rokkaku term started, long before anyone else. Allandra finished brushing her teeth and turned on the water. As she did she heard Jennifer say a name that made her ears prick up. “ .. 80 Ichiro’s going to be there for the first class, right?” “Jen…” Allandra said in a warning voice. “What?” Jennifer’s voice was injured innocence. “What are you planning to do?” ©

“Oh, come on, Ally.” Through the door, Allandra could imagine her roommate’s wide-eyed, pleading expression. “I haven’t done anything to him all summer.” “That’s because he’s been on the other side of the planet. I don’t think that’s going to impress him much.” Jennifer’s last plan involving Ichiro had resulted in Ichiro falling into the lake. Allandra had got into trouble as well for that one. “What is it with you and Ichiro?” “T don’t know, he’s just so much fun to annoy. And he keeps on ignoring me.” “He must be the only one who can.” Allandra came ’out of the bathroom and went into her room to dress. “Can’t you give him a break? If you played that many tricks on me, I’d probably have killed you by now.” “You couldn’t kill me.” Jennifer leaned into Allandra’s room and fluttered her eyelashes. “I’m much too sweet.” Allandra couldn’t help laughing. Even when Jennifer was being impossible, it was hard to get annoyed with her. “Go bug Christopher and let me finish.” Jennifer vanished. Allandra put the final touches to her clothes, then turned to look in the mirror. A girl in martial arts dress looked back at her. The uniform of Rokkaku was a gi, a black coat and trousers made of thick, stiff cloth. On her feet she wore the black slipper-boots called tabi, and around her

waist was a red belt, tied at the front. Allandra’s © hair was a bright golden blonde, and her skin was pale. The black suit emphasised both, fading into the background and making her hands, face and hair stand out sharply. Like her brothers, Allandra had blue tilted eyes. Allandra adjusted her red belt a little. She was proud of that belt. It was awarded to female students of Rokkaku upon finishing their first year at the school. Mr Oakley had once told Allandra that out of every ten girls that joined Rokkaku, seven left before reaching their second year. It was Allandra’s third year, now, and she was still here. With a final glance in the mirror, she walked outside. Even though it was only six-thirty, Rokkaku was wide awake. As Allandra walked along the winding path up the valley side, she passed dozens of other students going in the same direction. Some were using the path, others the bridges or ropes, and a few of the younger ones were running along the flat roofs of the dojos, jumping the gaps between each one. She over- heard snatches of conversation: “’.. can’t wait for the Hunt this year. I’ve been practising with Shahab all summer, and…” “..my patch from last year looks amazing now .. .” «. was fun to see the place for real after hearing about it so much. I mean, Kazuo had told me, but actually being there…”

“ .. would be great for that part, no matter what they say…” “ .. with her? No way!” Today was a Tuesday, so the run would be starting halfway up the valley. Allandra saw the crowd standing on the left slope and headed towards them. A figure at the edge turned and waved to her as she came close: her brother. The last two years had.changed Ignis. He was nearly six feet tall now, and his voice had deepened to the pitch of the man he would become. His shoulders and arms were broader, too. Allandra had always been smaller than her brother, but nowadays, standing next to him, she felt like a midget. It was in his face that the biggest changes could be seen, though. The anger that had always smouldered just below the surface in Ignis was gone, and his dark moods with it. Rokkaku had altered Ignis so completely that someone who had only known him from two years ago would scarcely have recognised him. Sometimes Allandra had the feeling that her brother was better suited to Rokkaku than she was. Ignis waved to her as she came closer. “Hey, Ally.” _ “Tg, have you seen Shiro?” “Sure. He’s just around.” The whistle blew. The morning run was a daily routine at Rokkaku. Every day at six-thirty the students would set off, running in a wide loop around the forested hills of

———

Rokkaku and returning to the school in time for breakfast. There was a different route for each day. Running the same course all the time would create a muddy track, damaging the plants and leaving a visible path for anyone who ventured into the forest. Rokkaku was built for secrecy. This was Allandra’s favourite time of the day. She had run the paths through the forests of Rokkaku so many times that her feet knew the way, leaving her free to enjoy the run. The leaves covering the branches over her were still green; they would not fall for another month yet. The grass that lined the slopes was soft, and muffled the footsteps of the Rokkaku students as they passed through the forest like dark flashes in the green morning. The air was clear and cold, fresh from the long night. They rounded the peak of Dalarwen and came down along the northeastern slopes of the lake. Below them the waters of Llyn Garedig glittered in the dawn. The sun was rising over the eastern hills, and its rays reflected off the lake, turning the dark water into dazzling light. At the far south of the lake, Allandra


	could just see the grey line of the dam. As always, Allandra felt a faint chill as she saw it. A year ago, she and her friends had fought her final battle with Vargas there, and barely escaped. The dam was a constant reminder of her father, and it seemed to cast a shadow over the natural beauty all around her. Only when they



turned inland, losing sight of the lake as they began their journey back towards the valley, did Allandra’s heart lighten again. Blackbirds were singing in the trees above them as they topped the last hill and came back down into Rokkaku. Even knowing what to look for, as Allandra did, it was difficult to see the school from above. Passing down into the valley, Rokkaku appeared as if by magic, the long dojos, the rooms along the sides and the bridges and ropes seeming to materialise up out of nowhere. Allandra scattered with the others into the dojos to do her stretching routine, then went up to breakfast. The canteen was the biggest building in Rokkaku. It straddled the entire valley, going from one slope to the other. Plants and even some trees actually grew on top of it, using the soil that was spread in a deep layer on the canteen’s slightly sloping roof. Underneath the canteen’s floor was the stream. Christopher had told Allandra that under the canteen, out of sight, a series of tiny hydroelectric turbines tapped the stream’s energy, to be used in the kitchens. The stream emerged at the bottom of the canteen to flow down the valley, under the dojos, and into the lake. The canteen was the only building in Rokkaku big enough to hold all the students at once, and, at mealtimes, the only place where everyone could be found together. Noise and chatter washed over Allandra as she

stepped inside. Over a hundred students were inside, — their belts a mixture of white, green, red and black. Allandra scanned them, looking. A hand tapped her shoulder. Allandra jumped and spun around, her face lighting up. “Shiro!” “Hey, Ally.” Shiro Yoshimatsu was a tall, slim boy with short black hair. His movements were quiet and graceful, giving a hint of the speed he was capable of. His expression was normally grave, but he was smiling as he looked at Allandra now. | Allandra jumped forward and gave Shiro a hug, then shook him back and forth, hard. “Where were you? I was looking for you all last night! I thought you weren’t going to come!” “Calm down, calm down!” But Shiro didn’t seem to mind; he was laughing. “Our plane was late. Ichiro and I got here after midnight. I would have come to say hello, but I didn’t want to wake you up.” “What do you mean you didn’t want to wake me up?” Allandra looked at Shiro sternly. “You should have!” Shiro grinned. “I missed you too, Ally.” Allandra suddenly realised that people all around were looking at the two of them and starting to laugh. She let go of Shiro and cleared her throat. “Well. Anyway.” Rokkaku served both Japanese and English style

breakfasts. Allandra took cereal and orange juice. Shiro filled a tray with his usual breakfast — rice, miso soup, natto and a tamagoyaki. “Oh, come on,” Allandra said as they found an empty table and sat down. “You’re not still eating that stuff, are you?” Shiro rolled his eyes as he put his tray down opposite her. “Here we go.” “T can’t believe you can stomach it. Even most of the Japanese students at least go for English breakfasts once in a while. Why don’t you ever try something different?” “T’ve lived half my life in England and half in Japan. I’ve had plenty of time to try both kinds.” “You can’t prefer that stuff. No one could. Just look at it.” Allandra pointed at the miso soup. “Soup’s not supposed to be yellow. It’ll give you jaundice or something. And what are those little white things?” “Soybeans.” “They look like little slices of eyeball. Or maybe frogs that fell in and drowned.” “Mr Yoshimatsu has eaten white miso every morning for fifty years. He says it lowers his blood pressure.” “You don’t need low blood pressure. Anyway, you eat too much of it. You’ll get fat. Haven’t I told you that before?”

“Two hundred and seventy-nine times, counting | that one.” “What? No I haven’t.” Shiro grinned. “How did you survive all summer without my meals to complain about?” “I don’t complain about your meals. Much.” Shiro dipped into his soup. Allandra paused. “T haven’t really told you that two hundred and seventy-nine times, have I?” “Oh, no.” Shiro swallowed a spoonful. “Two hundred and forty, tops.” Allandra picked a cornflake out of her bowl and threw it at Shiro. It bounced off his nose and landed in his soup bowl. Shiro paused, holding his spoon in mid-air. “There’s a cornflake in my miso soup.” Allandra started laughing. “Improves the flavour,” she managed to say in between giggles. Shiro picked one of the soybeans out of his soup and dropped it in Allandra’s bowl. “Hey!” Allandra demanded. “Have an eyeball. It’s fresh.” Shiro’s expression set Allandra laughing again, and this time Shiro laughed too. “So what happened over the summer?” Allandra asked once she could eat again. “What was it like in Japan? How did you get on with Ichiro?”

“Everything with Ichiro was fine.” Shiro cut a piece of his tamagoyaki. “I spent a lot of time with him in the dojo, and we went to Honbu together. I saw a lot of his family, too.” Allandra shook her head. “It’s weird. Remember what it was like in the first year? He wouldn’t even look at you.” Shiro chewed for a moment, thinking. “I think Ichiro changed. I saw him with his family while I was there, and [ could see the difference. It’s not just you and Ignis who’ve grown since you’ve come to Rokkaku.” “What was Tokyo like?” “Different. Noisier than I remembered, and more closed-in. I wanted to run loose. I was glad to get back to Rokkaku. I’m not sure, but I think Ichiro was too.” “So what did you do in Honbu? Was Hiroshi there as well? What did you do with Ichiro’s family? Are you going back there again over Christmas?” Shiro threw up his hands, laughing. “Slow down, slow down! You’re in a good mood, aren’t you? I’ve never seen you this lively.” “I haven’t been.” Allandra sank down, suddenly unhappy. “It’s so boring here in the summer. Nobody’s around. There’s nothing to do except train or go into the forest. I can’t even go to the village because of Vargas. And meanwhile you and Ichiro are going over- seas and getting to see Japan and I’m getting letters

from you about all the fun things you’re doing and I. just have to sit here and—” Allandra stopped abruptly. Shiro was looking at her in concern. “I’m sorry, Ally. You said you’d like it if I wrote to you while I was away, so I—” “T know, I know!” Allandra sighed. “I’m sorry. ’’m glad you wrote, it would have been a lot worse if you didn’t.” Getting letters from Shiro and Jennifer and writing back had been bright spots in her summer. “It’s just so lonely being here on my own. Back when it was just me and Ignis and Michael I could handle it because I’’d never known anything different. But I’m used to having friends now. I miss it when you’re all gone.” “You’ve still got Ignis.” “He’s not a replacement for—” Allandra checked herself, shook her head and smiled again. “Forget it. Where’s Ichiro? I want to see him too.” “Just over there.” Shiro pointed over Allandra’s shoulder. “And— um. Ally?” Allandra turned to look. Ichiro, a strongly built boy who always stood very straight, was making his way towards the canteen doors. His progress was slow, because other boys kept greeting him, and each time they did Ichiro would stop to exchange a few words. Ichiro was the leader of the Japanese boys in Allandra’s class, and widely respected in Rokkaku. Walking beside Ichiro was his closest friend and companion,

Hiroshi. And a dozen steps behind, trying to look inconspicuous, was Jennifer. “Do you know why Jen’s following him?” Shiro asked. Allandra put her hand over her eyes. “She’s plan- ning something awful to welcome him back. I didn’t think she’d do it so soon.” The bell chimed. Shiro rose to his feet. “Come on, we’d better stop her.” They hurried outside, but Jennifer was nowhere in sight. Allandra looked around. “Ally!” It was Ignis, hurrying towards them. Christopher was at his side. “Chris needs to talk to you.” “Chris, there you are!” Allandra began. “Have you—” “Have you seen Jen?” Christopher said at the same time. Slightly built, with light bronze skin, Christopher was Jennifer’s best friend, a position which frequently got him into trouble. He looked worried. “I need to find her.” “Why?” Allandra asked with a sinking heart. “You know that chemistry set Chris showed us yesterday?” Ignis said. “Well, Jennifer was asking him questions about it. We just went and checked, and Chris says some of the explosive powders are missing.” Shiro looked at Allandra with eyebrows raised. “What kind of ‘something’ is she planning?”

“T didn’t know anything about this! I thought she. was just playing tricks!” “Can we find her?” Christopher looked around anxiously. “If we split up…” Shiro shook his head. “Too late. Assembly’s starting.” Most of the students were already assembled in the middle of the valley. Allandra, Shiro, Ignis and Christopher ran down the path, arriving with the last of the stragglers. Students were lined up in a semicircle facing one side of the valley. Some were on the roofs of the dojos, others were sitting on the bridges, and a handful were in the trees above, steadying themselves with a hand on the ropes. Allandra and the two boys climbed up onto the dojo roof just as the man at the centre of the semicircle raised his hand and everyone fell silent. Nishiyama, the kancho or headmaster of Rokkaku, was a man of fifty or so with grey hair and a lined face. He was inconspicuous and would have faded into the background but for the attention everyone else paid him. Although he taught classes only to the higher-level students, Nishiyama was always around Rokkaku, walking quietly through the valley and observing classes. He knew all the students’ names, and, according to rumour, knew just about everything else about them as well. “Welcome to another year at Rokkaku,” Nishiyama

said. He never raised his voice, but it carried clearly all the same. “The sixth formers who won the placing competition last year may pick the high houses they want over the next week. All other students will be assigned new rooms and classes. Until then, use your old rooms and timetable. “The focus of taijutsu until the next Tai Kai will be Gyokko ryu toshijutsu. May this year be one of growth and enlightenment for all of you. Ganbatte!” The gathering broke up. Allandra looked around and saw Jennifer standing next to her, looking around innocently. She grabbed her. “Jennifer!” “What?” “Don’t give me that! What have you been doing?” “Jen!” Christopher pushed forward. “What did you do with my components?” “Aw, c’mon, Chris. I only borrowed them.” “What are you planning to do?” Allandra asked. “Blow up the classroom?” “No, no! Just a melon.” “A melon?” “T put a few of Christopher’s thingies inside a melon and taped it under Ichiro’s desk while Nishiyama was speaking.” “What?” “Really?” Ignis looked interested. “How far would it splatter?”. Allandra glared at him. “Shut up, Ig!”

“Oh, calm down already.” Jennifer waved her hands. “I didn’t light the fuse. I won’t set it off until he’s out of his seat.” Allandra let out a breath. “Good, and you’re not going to. We’re going to leave it there until we can take it away.” “Oh, come on,” Ignis protested. “It’d be funny.” “Funny? You’re not the one who’s going to get blamed for it!” “Are you crazy?” Christopher said. “You don’t know anything about explosives. You’re lucky you didn’t blow yourself up. What did you take, anyway?” “Just that purple stuff you showed me. You said if you ground it with sugar it would go bang, so I got some from the canteen. Then I mixed it all together, wrapped it up in a paper tube, and stuck it in the middle of the melon.” “The purple crystals? You mean the potassium per- manganate?” Christopher let out a breath. “OK, we’re safe. That and sugar shouldn’t do much.” “Oh, and some of the silver dust.” Christopher had turned away; now he stiffened. “What silver dust?” “The silver dusty stuff. I think you told me the name…” Allandra and Ignis had been arguing. Now they both stopped and looked at Christopher. He was staring at Jennifer with wide eyes.

“Uh,” Allandra asked, looking from Christopher to Shiro. “What’s going on?” “Jennifer,” Christopher said. “Please don’t tell me you put powdered aluminium in there, too.” “Aluminium!” Jennifer snapped her fingers. “That’s what it was called. Didn’t you say that it would make it burn faster?” “Burn faster?” Christopher’s voice rose to a squeak. “It turns it into a bomb!” “But you said you’d never tried it.” “That’s because I didn’t want to commit suicide, you maniac! Adding aluminium dust makes the explosive horribly unstable and much more powerful. Plus it’s reactive to water. If it gets wet, it’ll go off!” “Oh.” Jennifer paused. “Oops.” The five of them suddenly fell silent, turning to look at the door to the classroom. “You know,” Ignis said after a pause, “maybe we shouldn’t go in for lessons today.” “Then they’ll blame it on all of us.” Allandra glared at Jennifer. “Jennifer, I’m going to kill you for this.” “Hey, I didn’t know!” Jennifer protested. “Anyway, you can take it out again.” Shiro stared at her. “We can take it out again?” “Come on, everyone else has gone in.” Christopher started hurrying towards the classroom. “Maybe we can get to it without anybody seeing.” The classroom, like the others, was cut into the
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valley side. The shortage of space meant that the desks were small and close together. Most of the rest of the class were already seated. Mr Oakley looked up as they came in. “Hello, Allandra. Shiro, it’s good to see you again. Take your old seats for now.” “Um, Mr Oakley,” Allandra began, “there’s some- thing—” | “In a minute, Allandra. Sit down, everyone.” Allandra sneaked a glance to the right corner as she sat in her old place next to Jennifer. Ichiro and Hiroshi were in their usual seats. They’d probably arrived in the classroom before everyone else. “Very well done on reaching your third year at Rokkaku.” Mr Oakley gave the class a beaming smile. With the glasses perched on his nose and his white hair, he looked like he belonged in a university rather than a martial arts school. Allandra had grown very fond of Mr Oakley, and she had seen a lot of him over the summer. “And congratulations again on passing last summer’s exam. I hope you all had an enjoyable holiday.” Another student asked Mr Oakley something that Allandra didn’t hear. She was trying to lean into a position to see under Ichiro’s desk. “Yes, of course, I really should tell you about that,” Mr Oakley continued. “The third year at Rokkaku is one of— Allandra, is there something wrong with your neck?”

Allandra sat upright again with a jerk. “Oh, no, thanks. I’m fine.” “Good, good. As I was saying, your third year at Rokkaku will be a noticeably broader one than your last two. In the first two years you have been mostly concentrating on basic skills — taijutsu, shinobi, climb- ing and balance, along with your academic curriculum. You will continue with all of these, but in the course of this year you will start on the broader skills of Rokkaku. Next year you’ll have to begin your GCSEs, so we take advantage of this free year to— Christopher, what are you doing?” Christopher had been trying to inch his desk side- ways towards where Ichiro and Hiroshi were sitting. “Ah.” He stopped. “Um, I — couldn’t see you properly, Sirs “Yes, yes. Well, now you can.” Mr Oakley carried on. “The weapons training you started last year will be continuing, of course. You’ll be working mostly on the bo for the first term. Tanto work should start some time in the spring. Gardening and carpentry will also be in the spring or a little earlier, and by the summer term you’ll be joining the maintenance cycle, although you’ll be under supervision to begin with. There are also going to be some new lessons starting this autumn. First is drama. It’s traditional for the third years of Rokkaku to perform a major production in their summer term, and yours is going to be Shakespeare’s

As You Like It. We should get around to casting by the. spring term, so you’ll all have had plenty of time to try out all the parts.. “Now, some important news. You are all going to be transferred to different schools for the second half of this autumn term.” Allandra suddenly stopped trying to slide her chair to the right and paid attention. “What? Other schools?” “You mean other ninjutsu schools?” Christopher asked. The class were looking at each other, puzzled. “No, normal secondary comprehensive schools. There will be three groups, each going to a different school, with six or seven students in each. And, to prepare for this, you’re going to be having language lessons for the next seven weeks. English for the Japanese students, and Japanese for everyone else.” A chorus of protest broke out. “If we’re going to an English school, why do we have to learn more Japanese?” one boy called out. “Youll find out.” Mr Oakley smiled amiably. “Now, here are your timetables. Take one and pass the rest on.” “This isn’t working,” Jennifer whispered. “I know!” Allandra whispered back. “We’ll have to go for it. Ig, distract him.” Ignis stared at her. “Me? How?” “I don’t know, think of something!”

“Uh — Mr Oakley!” Ignis called out. He got up and hurried to the teacher’s side. “I don’t understand this part.” Mr Oakley looked down in puzzlement. “Ignis, that’s swimming lessons. You’ve been having them every week for two years.” “Yes, but, they, um, look different … in the third year … somehow …” Ignis edged around behind Mr Oakley, making the.teacher blink in puzzlement and turn away from Allandra to face him. Allandra picked up one of her pens and threw it into the corner of the room. “Oops!” she announced, and dived after it before Ichiro or Hiroshi could pick it up for her. Ichiro had just started to turn when Allandra slid in next to him. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it—” she began as she bent down, then stopped. There was nothing under Ichiro’s desk. “Looking for something?” Ichiro asked. “Um, no, I—” Allandra looked up and stopped. Ichiro looked calm — too calm. “Where is it?” Allandra whispered. Ichiro didn’t answer, but his eyes shifted to a point over Allandra’s shoulder. Allandra turned to see that he was looking at Jennifer, still sitting at her desk. Allandra’s eyes went wide. “Jen!” she hissed. Jennifer leaned forward. “What?” she whispered, bumping her desk as she moved. BANG!

There was a white flash. Allandra had one fleeting. image of Jennifer’s desk rising vertically into the air like a rocket, then she was knocked flat by a hail of fragments. Allandra lay on her back, blinking at the ceiling, as pieces fell all around her. She picked one up and peered closely at it. It was a tiny fragment of melon rind. Spitting out bits that had got into her mouth, Allandra sat up. The classroom was a scene of chaos. The walls were covered with pieces of melon, and the floor was a shambles of overturned desks and chairs. Melon juice dripped everywhere. Allandra’s ears were still ringing from the explosion, and as her hearing returned she became aware of the sound of everyone talking at once. : Then she saw Jennifer. Somehow, she was still sitting in her chair, but the explosion seemed to have blown her clean across the room. Jennifer was completely covered in melon pieces. She looked shell- shocked. Allandra couldn’t blame her. Ichiro lowered his exercise book. He had whipped it up to shield himself, but had still been spattered. He ~ looked down at her with an odd expression. “Allandra, is your roommate trying to kill me?” Allandra sighed. “Worse. She’s trying to get your attention.” Jennifer seemed to have recovered. Shakily, she got to her feet and started towards the door.

“JENNIFER!” Mr Oakley roared. Everyone jumped. Mr Oakley was dripping with melon, and looked like thunder. “You hideous little hobgoblin. Get into my study NOW!” Jennifer hung her head and left, Mr Oakley following. Allandra pulled herself to her feet, trying to brush the melon from her face. “How on earth did you change the desks that fast?” she asked Ichiro in amazement. “I thought you were at the assembly.” There was a very faint smile on Ichiro’s face. “Oh, I wanted to make sure her term started with a bang.” Allandra looked at him in astonishment. “You just made a joke.” Ichiro looked back at lier with eyebrows raised. “Oh, Allandra?” Allandra jumped and turned to see Mr Oakley looking at her from the doorway. “You and Ignis are going to go and clean yourselves up. Then I think we need to have a little talk. Don’t you think?” “Yes, sir,” Allandra muttered. As she started walking towards Mr Oakley, she could see that both Ichiro and Shiro were grinning.
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“T told you so.” “Shut up.” “I told you so.” “Shut up, Chris.” “I told you so.”

Allandra, Ignis, Christopher and Jennifer were standing outside Mr Oakley’s study. Unlike everyone else, Jennifer hadn’t been allowed to go home to change, and the melon juice had dried on her to make a sticky coating. Pieces of melon were tangled in her hair, and Christopher was standing behind her, picking them out one by one. “Will you stop saying that?” Jennifer answered, then winced. “Ow. Be careful.” “You deserve it,” Christopher answered, but slowed down anyway. “And no, I’m not going to stop saying it. I know you. You aren’t going to learn anything from this. Two weeks from now, you’re going to try to get me to do something else just as bad. And I’ll say ‘What about last time?’, and you’ll say, ‘Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud, it’ll work fine.’ And I’ll say—” “Yeah, yeah, I know. I think the real reason you never stop me is so that you can be proved right after- wards.” Suddenly, Jennifer grinned. “Anyway, it was worth it. Did you see the expression on Mr Oakley’s face?” Allandra couldn’t help laughing. There was something invincible about Jennifer. But then a voice sounded from behind the door: “Allandra, Ignis, come in.” Allandra coughed and tried to look serious. She and her brother opened the door. Mr Oakley’s study was cramped and covered with

books and papers. In the two years Allandra had been in Rokkaku, the stacks of paper had multiplied and moved, but she’d never seen the room tidy. Mr Oakley sat behind his desk, looking stern. “T have classes to teach,” he stated, “so I don’t have time to play Sherlock Holmes. Tell me exactly what happened. And before you think to spin me a story, keep in mind that I can get it just as easily from someone else.” : Allandra and Ignis looked at each other, and reluctantly told him what had happened, leaving out their own parts in the incident. “T see,” Mr Oakley said when they had finished. “Do you know that making or setting a home-made explo- sive is so dangerous that professional demolitionists | refuse to do it? They won’t even go near one unless lives are at risk. Jennifer’s lucky she didn’t lose a few fingers. And the three of you should have stopped her. This was dangerous and irresponsible.” “We did try,” Allandra put in. “Rubbish. You made a half-hearted attempt to stop her after she’d already set it up. If you’d been serious about it you would have followed her and prevented her from placing the bomb in the first place. And once you knew the bomb was placed, you should have told me about it instead of trying to sneak it out. I want you two and Christopher to go and clean up that classroom. Ill check it at noon and it had better be

spotless, or you’ll be staying until the evening. After that, I want you to catch up on all the morning’s lessons that you missed. And starting tomorrow, you’re on kitchen chores for a week.” “But we didn’t do anything!” Ignis protested. “Yes you did. You let Jennifer break the rules and did nothing about it. And one more thing — no more chemistry sets. Christopher’s has already been con- fiscated, and none of the rest of you will try to replace it if you know what’s good for you. Is that clear?” “Yes, sir,” Allandra and Ignis chorused, down- hearted. “Now, while the two of you are here, we have something else to discuss.” Mr Oakley became less stern, but more serious. “As I told you earlier, the rest of the class will be transferred to another school for the second half of this term. I do not think the two of you should go.” Allandra stopped. “What? Why?” “Because Vargas is after you.” The words sent a chill into Allandra’s heart, but Mr Oakley carried on. “We know that he has been searching for you since you came to Rokkaku, and there is no reason to believe he’s given up now. The three schools that we’ve picked for this year are all in London, which is far too close to him for comfort.” “Why is everyone going to these schools anyway?” Ignis asked.

“The short answer is experience. You aren’t going to do very well in life if the only environment you know is Rokkaku. Ze’ev will explain it to you more fully later. In any case, the two of you have been to English schools before. You wouldn’t be seeing anything new.” Allandra looked at Ignis with mixed feelings. She was scared of her father, and the thought of being caught by him again made her shiver. But it had been more than a year now since she had set foot outside the tiny area around Rokkaku. In the short time since Mr Oakley had announced the trip, Allandra had already warmed to it..The idea of seeing the outside world again was wonderful. Worse, everyone else in the third year would be going. That meant that Shiro and the others would be away for the half-term, then away again for the Christmas holidays. She and Ignis would be left alone for nearly three months. It would be the summer holidays again, but worse. Lost in thought, Allandra was startled when Mr Oakley spoke again. “That’s all. Send in Christopher and Jennifer as you leave. Oh, and one more thing. I think a letter arrived for Jennifer by outside post. Please pick it up for her.” “Can’t she do it herself?” Allandra asked. Mr Oakley’s eyes narrowed. “She is going to be otherwise occupied.” Allandra and Ignis hurried out. Christopher looked

nervous as he walked in past them, but Jennifer gave Allandra a grin and a thumbs-up as she passed. Allandra rolled her eyes. No matter how bad a chewing-out Mr Oakley gave Jennifer, she knew it wouldn’t make any difference.

“But how does he know?” Ignis asked. Allandra shrugged. “I’m not sure.” It was ten o’clock. Allandra had never realised just how thoroughly one melon could soak a room, nor how much work it could take to un-soak. Wiping down the walls and ceiling was bad enough, but clean- ing and drying the pages of the books caught in the melon blast was taking even longer. Ignis had been spreading out a handful of books to dry, but was now staring down at them thoughtfully. Allandra and Ignis had reached Rokkaku during an attempted escape from Vargas. Michael had been recaptured, but Allandra and Ignis had been swept away in the ice-cold waters of the Tawi, the river that ran from the bottom of the Llyn Garedig dam. Someone — they had no idea who — had rescued them and carried them to Rokkaku, leaving them for the school patrols to find. Only a brief letter had been left with the two of them, giving no information except for their names. As a result, Allandra and Ignis had come

to Rokkaku without anyone at the school knowing the dark secret of their father.

Or at least, that was what they had thought until a year ago. Only then, after the chase and the battle at the dam, had Mr Oakley casually revealed that he had known about Vargas all along. Back then, Allandra’s main reaction had been relief that they weren’t going to be expelled. But it didn’t answer the question of how he had found out. “Someone must have told him.” Ignis sree in thought. “What if the same person who pulled us out of the river did it?” “But how would he know about Rokkaku?” “Maybe he was from Rokkaku.” Allandra shook her head. “But then how would he know about us?” She’d puzzled over this several times, but always came up against the same stumbling block. “T can think of lots of people from London who knew about us back in London. And I know lots of people at Rokkaku who know about Rokkaku. But they’re all different people.” Christopher had been listening silently to the two of them while he wiped melon sugar off the windows, but now he spoke. “What if there’s someone who’s both?” “What do you mean?” Allandra asked. “What if there’s someone who was from Rokkaku, but also knew you when you were with Vargas in London? You’re right, it doesn’t make any sense if the

_ two of you are the first ones with a connection to both

places. So maybe you’re not the first. Maybe someone else came before you.” Allandra shook her head. “No, it couldn’t be. Come on, Chris, you’ve seen Pete and Tav. Those were the kind of men Vargas hung around with back in London. How could anyone like that have anything to do with a place like this?” Chris shrugged. “I don’t know. But someone brought you here, and it was someone who knew about you and knew about Rokkaku as well. Maybe there’s someone you’ve forgotten about.” “I don’t know.” Allandra thought back over the people she had met in her old life in London. Mostly, there had been the men of Vargas’s organisation — hard-bitten street rats with cold eyes, changing con- stantly as new ones replaced those who ran foul of the police or her father. Then there had been a constant stream of private tutors. Vargas paid them well, but there was something about Allandra’s father that seemed to cast a chill into the heart of anyone who met him. The tutors arrived on the first day brisk and confident, but with each successive visit Allandra, Michael and Ignis had seen them grow more and more uneasy. Most had lasted less than a week. Their brief stays in schools had never been long enough for them to make friends, and the cleaners and

tradesmen who visited the house had all left quickly. Allandra shook her head again. “No. I can’t think of anyone.” But even as she said it she wondered if it was true. The one time that Allandra had met her rescuer, something had stirred in her memory. It was nagging at her now. She had a feeling that she’d heard that voice before… but where? By the time the classroom was clean, morning lessons were over. Allandra, Ignis and Christopher ran up to the canteen and met Shiro for lunch. At the last minute Allandra remembered the letter and stopped by the stores to pick it up. Jennifer wasn’t back in their rooms, so Allandra left the letter on Jennifer’s pillow and hurried to afternoon classes.

The afternoon’s classes were taijutsu, gymnastics and stealth. Allandra avoided meeting Ichiro’s eyes while she trained: she still felt slightly guilty. When the four o’clock bell chimed, she met Ignis on the way out of the dojo. “Can you get Shiro to catch us up on the morning’s work?” Ignis nodded. “He’s going to. Us and Chris are meeting up in our room.” Ignis grinned. “Oh, and I saw Jennifer just a minute ago. I think Mr Oakley had her working all day on learning safety rules for using chemicals. She was going back to your room.”

Allandra laughed. “OK, I’ll bring her up as well.” Ignis turned off the path up to the room he shared with Shiro. Allandra opened the door to her own room, and stopped dead. Jennifer was lying on her bed, crying her eyes out. Allandra rushed to her side. “Jen! What’s wrong?” Jennifer only shook her head. Allandra knelt by the bed and held her friend’s shoulders, stunned. Jennifer had always seemed indestructible. She couldn’t imagine what it could take to throw her into this broken- hearted weeping. “What happened?” Allandra asked. “Did the teachers—?” “No.” Jennifer lifted her tear-stained face. Allandra caught a glimpse of her hand: crumpled in it was the letter she had seen before. “Ally, I— I can’t stay in Rokkaku.” ° Jennifer dropped her head again and went back to crying. Allandra stroked her back, making soothing noises, feeling a chill.
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PLANS

“But why?” Shiro asked. Allandra let out a long breath. “I don’t know. All she said was that she was going to have to leave. Then Chris arrived and I had to go to the kitchens. When I got back she was gone.” It was breakfast in the canteen. All around them, the air was filled with the buzz of conversation. Allandra, Ignis and Shiro were sitting together, but Christopher and Jennifer were missing. “I haven’t seen them this morning either,” Ignis said, twisting to look around. “That’s weird. Where do you think they are?” “Here,” Shiro said. “What?” “Around the corner, behind those sixth years.” Shiro nodded in that direction. “I saw them come in a few minutes ago. They took a table by them- selves.” Ignis gave Shiro a look. “You do that on purpose, don’t you? Wait for me to start looking and then tell me where it is? I think you enjoy it.”

“If you paid more attention to what was around you—” Shiro began. “Guys!” Allandra said. “Not now!” “Yeah, OK,” Ignis said. He stood up. “Come on.” Allandra jumped to her feet and grabbed his arm before he could move. “Wait! What are you going to do?” “Ask them, what do you think?” “But look—” Allandra hesitated. “What if we waited and asked Chris on his own? He and Jen grew up together, he knows everything about her. He’d know.” Shiro looked at her. “Ally, you know how loyal Chris is. If he thinks it’s Jennifer’s secret, there’s no way he’d tell us. If we want to find out what’s going on, we have to talk to them together.” The real reason Allandra had hesitated was that she didn’t want to confront Jennifer. She knew how sensitive Jennifer was on the subject of her family, and the way Jennifer was acting gave her the feeling that Jennifer wasn’t in a mood to talk. But she didn’t want to say that to her brother and Shiro. She went along. Jennifer and Christopher had their heads together, their voices drowned out in the buzz of conversation all around the canteen. Christopher looked up, saw them, and grimaced. “Look, guys, this isn’t a good time.” “Yes it is.” Ignis plunked himself down opposite them. “Tell us what’s going on.”

Christopher paused, looked across at Shiro, looked back at Jennifer. “Jen, do you—” “I don’t care.” Jennifer’s voice was subdued and listless, with none of her usual energy. “Tell them what- ever you want. We’re done anyway.” She got up and paused next to Allandra. She didn’t raise her head, but her next words were quiet enough that only Allandra heard them. “Ally, there’s nothing you can do about this. It’s my business. Stay out of it.” She walked away. Shiro was looking at Allandra in question, but Ignis hadn’t noticed. “Well?” he said to Christopher. “What’s going on?” Christopher looked as though he was on the point of walking out to join Jennifer. Shiro turned to him. “Chris. We don’t usually keep things from each other, do we? Why are you doing it now?” “Because there’s nothing you can do that would make it better and a lot of things that would make it worse.” Chris let out a breath. “Jennifer’s leaving Rokkaku. This Christmas. She can stay for this term, and for the trip to the schools, but after that she’s going to have to go.” “But she likes it here,” Allandra said plaintively. “Doesn’t she? Just yesterday I thought she was happy—” “She’s not leaving because she wants to, Ally! But her parents are moving away. To France. They don’t want her to stay here.” :

“But France isn’t any harder to reach than London,” Shiro said. “Not nowadays. She’s at a boarding school anyway. Why does it matter whether the trip home is five hours or ten hours?” “Yeah, well, that’s what we’re going to say,” Christopher said. “Mr Oakley told us that the schools we’ll be going to this term are all in London. Wherever we end up, there’ll be plenty of time to visit. We might be able to convince them.” “Except you don’t think you can,” Shiro said. “What?” Allandra looked at Shiro. “He didn’t say that!” Shiro didn’t take his eyes off Christopher. “You said “‘Jennifer’s leaving’. Not ‘Jennifer’s supposed to be leaving’. You don’t think that you’ll manage to convince them.” Christopher looked away. Ignis looked from him to Shiro. “Hey, we could help. What if we talked to them? We could—” “No!” Christopher turned on Ignis in frustration. “This is exactly what Jennifer knew you’d say. You and Ally are being searched for all over the country. And as for talking to Jennifer’s parents — if you’d ever met them you’d know what a stupid idea that is. All you’d manage to do is get yourself caught by — Vargas.” Christopher pushed his half-finished meal away and stood. “I’m done. Look, just leave us alone. OK?”

He left. Allandra, Ignis and Shiro looked at each other.

The crack-crack-crack of wood against wood echoed through the valley. It was bo class. The bo was a Japanese quarterstaff, two metres long and about three centimetres thick. It had good reach, but needed so much space to be swung properly that they had to practise outside on the dojo roofs to make sure they wouldn’t hit each other. The exercise they were doing now was a simple warm-up. Each person would spin their bo and strike at either leg, waist or head level, and their partner would block it before striking back. At full speed the strikes and ripostes were less than a second apart, and from all around the rapid-fire cracking of wood on wood echoed from between the trees. Normally Allandra enjoyed outdoor classes, train- ing in the sun and the breeze, but today she couldn’t concentrate. Her reactions were slow, and as she blocked yet another of Ichiro’s strikes, her bo jarred out of her hands and fell with a clatter off the roof. Ichiro stepped back and set his bo into upright position with an exasperated look. “You’re not focusing.” Allandra sighed. “Sorry.” She jumped off the roof, landing softly on the grass, and walked to retrieve her bo. :

To her surprise, Ichiro dropped down beside her. | “T am a little tired. Perhaps we should rest a minute.” Allandra gave him a funny look. Ichiro never got tired. Ichiro looked past her, and suddenly Allandra understood. “Yes, please,” she said and sat down. They would have a few minutes before the teacher noticed they were gone. Ichiro sat beside her. “Something is distracting you.” Allandra let out a long breath. “Jennifer’s leaving Rokkaku.” Ichiro sat in silence for a minute. “Willingly?” he asked eventually. “No. Her parents are making her go, but I don’t know any more than that. She’s going on this trip, then she’s leaving over Christmas.” “Will she be coming back?” “T don’t think so.” Allandra hesitated. There was something else she needed to say and somehow it was easier to say it to Ichiro than to Shiro or her brother. “Ichiro, I spent nearly all my life with my twin brother. We did everything together. When I came to Rokkaku and he was left behind with my father, it was horrible. The only way I managed to get through it was because Jennifer was there. And now I’m going to lose my best friend again. It’s too much .. .” Allandra trailed off. Ichiro thought for a moment. “Jennifer lives in London, doesn’t she?”

“Yes. Why?” Ze’ev, their taijutsu teacher, stuck his head out from the roof. “Hey, you two! Are you having a meeting?” “No, sensei, we’re coming.” Ichiro got up, and as he walked towards the ladder he spoke to Allandra. “Come to my room this evening. I’ll talk about it with you then.” Allandra stared, puzzled, but Ichiro was already climbing back up to the roof. She fetched her bo and followed.

Classes, homework and kitchen chores kept Allandra busy for the rest of the day, but after finishing her Mathematics work she put her books away, walked through Jennifer’s room, and out of the door. Jennifer sat in silence as Allandra went past. The silence worried Allandra even more than the tears had. Ichiro and Hiroshi’s rooms were just a few doors down. They were divided exactly down the middle. Hiroshi’s room was messy, with shoes and manga — graphic — novels scattered on the floor. Ichiro’s room, which Allandra could see through the open door, was neat, tidy and ordered, exactly like Shiro’s. But what made Allandra pull up in surprise was that Ichiro, Shiro and Ignis were all sitting together on the bed. Ignis looked up. “Hey, Ally. We just finished.” Allandra looked between them. “Finished what?” “I spoke to Mr Oakley this afternoon,” Ichiro -

replied. “There are a maximum of seven places on each of the three school trips we’re making this autumn. The four of us, plus Hiroshi, Jennifer and Christopher.” “The seven of us? But why?” Ignis grinned. “Simple. We’re going to go to London and make Jennifer’s parents let her stay. Coming?” Allandra stared at the three of them. Go to London … or risk losing Jennifer. For five seconds she stood silently. Then she nodded. “I’m coming.” “OK!” Ignis said, turning to Ichiro. “Now you just need to persuade Mr Oakley to let us go.” Ichiro looked back at him. “I will ask him to let me go. You ask him to let you go.” “But he’s more likely to listen to you.” “And that’s because I do not make requests for people trying to get out of doing work for themselves.” Shiro had moved closer to Allandra. Now, as Ichiro and Ignis argued, he spoke in a quiet voice. “Ally, are you sure about this? It’s going to be dangerous.” “I’m not getting left out of this one,” Allandra said. “Anyway, I’ll have to clear it with Mr Oakley first. He’s already said that he doesn’t want me going.” Shiro looked like he was about to say something, then changed his mind. He and Ignis left. Allandra was about to follow them, then checked and looked back at Ichiro curiously. “You came up with all this?” “I spoke to Shiro and your brother. They agreed.”

“Youre helping Jennifer? Even after all the trouble she’s caused for you, you’re still doing all this for her?” Allandra shook her head. “I never realised you were this forgiving.” Ichiro shrugged. “I have my own reasons. I’m not being generous.” Allandra grinned suddenly. “Rubbish. You are being generous. And you’re much nicer than you look. Thank you.” She gave Ichiro a quick hug, making him stiffen a little. Allandra stepped back and opened the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she called out as she left. Ichiro looked after Allandra, shaking his head. “Westerners,” he muttered, but smiled a little.

A few weeks passed. Jennifer recovered and seemed to return to her old self, although she spoke less and played no more tricks. Christopher became quieter and given to brooding. But in all other ways, life in Rokkaku was normal. There was Mathematics and English in the morning, taijutsu and weapon training in the afternoons, and climbing, balance, stealth and other lessons scattered around. The drama classes were new and interesting, although the extra Japanese lessons were met with less enthusiasm. Ignis seemed to be looking forward to the coming adventure, but there were two looming events Allandra was less happy about. Firstly, she would have to tell ©

_ Mr Oakley about their plan. Secondly, she would have _ to tell Jennifer.

Allandra told Mr Oakley first. It was late one evening in October, when the fallen leaves lay in heaps around the paths of Rokkaku. Allandra was in Mr Oakley’s study, curled up in her usual place in the big chair with piles of paper all around her. The chessboard was between them, and Mr Oakley was sitting opposite to her. After she had finished, he sat in silence. “So will you let me go?” Allandra asked, hesitantly. Mr Oakley gave her a sharp look. “What kind of question is that? ‘Will you let me go?’ As though you’ve ever listened in the past when I said no, Allandra! You were told in your first year not to leave Rokkaku and not to try and contact your twin brother. You paid no attention Rese and you very nearly never made it back again.” Allandra blushed and coheed her eyes. Mr Oakley carried on. “I’ve already told you my reasons. Vargas is based in London, and we have no reason at all to believe that he has stopped looking for you. Going there would be very dangerous.” “But what else am I going to do?” Allandra looked up. “Vargas is always going to be looking for me. Am I going to stay here for ever? Jennifer and Christopher went back to London over the summer. Shiro and Ichiro went to Japan. I want to get out as well. I don’t

want to stay hidden in Rokkaku my whole life!” “Allandra,” Mr Oakley said quietly, “if you want to be safe from your father, you may have to stay hidden your whole life.” “But I don’t want to spend my whole life hiding! What’s the point of being safe if you can’t be free? And Rokkaku isn’t about being safe, anyway. If it was we wouldn’t have Hunts and we wouldn’t have tightropes. We’d just sit in classrooms all day long.” “There’s a difference between training to handle danger and walking into it. And you may never see the danger until it’s too late. Vargas will have learned from your last escape. If he finds you, he won’t play around. He’ll come in strength, and hard. What are you going to do if that happens?” Allandra looked down. “I don’t know. But …” She looked at Mr Oakley pleadingly. “I’ve already spent a summer on my own with Ignis. If I don’t go I’ll be staying here for even longer, while all of my friends are somewhere else. And I won’t even know if Jennifer will be coming back. I’ll go crazy. Please let me go.” Mr Oakley rose and walked to the window, looking out into the night. The sphere lights cast a faint radiance around him. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. “Allandra, at the end of the day this decision is yours. We can’t force you to stay in Rokkaku. You and Ignis stay here by your own choosing. I cannot —

order you to stay or go. I’m not your father or your - guardian.” “TI wish you were.” Mr Oakley seemed taken aback, then he smiled in what looked like real pleasure. “Thank you.” The smile faded again. “But do you and your brother really understand what you are risking? Neither of you have seen Vargas in over a year. That’s a long time to you, but a ae lesser one to him. He will not have forgotten you.” “I know.” Allandra swallowed. “But I still want to go. Can I?” Mr Oakley looked at her for a long time. Allandra waited, on edge. “On two conditions,” Mr Oakley said, and Allandra needed all her self-control to keep from jumping. “First, take this with you and keep it safe.” Mr Oakley took up his pen, wrote for a few seconds upon a slip of paper, and gave it to her. Allandra took it and looked: on the paper were written two numbers. “What are these?” “Two telephone numbers. The first is mine. I want you to call on it three times a week. I’ll give you the exact time later. Give me full reports of how things are going, especially anything that could concern Vargas. Do not forget.” Allandra nodded. “Now, the second condition. If you or any of your

friends catch any sign — any sign — that Vargas has tracked you down, run. Don’t even stop to pack your bags — leave it all behind. Make sure Ignis gets out too, and everyone who’s with you. Do not wait for con- firmation. If that happens, call the second number. It’s for emergencies only. Leave a message, making sure to give details of what’s happening, where you are and where you’re going. The person on the other end will reach you soon afterwards.” Allandra nodded again. When he didn’t continue, she asked, “Who’ll get the message?” “Someone who doesn’t like being asked nosy questions: Just keep your mouth shut and remember.” Allandra grinned. “OK.” She rose, but Mr Oakley caught her hand as she stood. Allandra stopped and looked at him in surprise. “Allandra …” Suddenly Mr Oakley looked old and tired. “It’s not an easy thing for an old man like me to watch a child go into danger while I stay behind. I teach many students here in Rokkaku, but you and Ignis are especially dear to me, and I love you most of all. Take care of yourselves. And please come back safely.” Fear was not a new emotion for Allandra, but it came as a surprise to realise that an adult could be more frightened for her than she was for herself. She rested her head against Mr Oakley’s chest, letting him hold her.

“All right, you lot, sit down and shut up. And open your ears, because if you don’t get this straight you won’t be coming back.” It was one week before the date of departure. The third-year class had been told to assemble in one of the dojos, and now they were sitting in seiza. The man who was speaking was Ze’ev. Ze’ev walked to a point directly in front of the class, then sat. A short, bald-headed man, Ze’ev looked comical at first sight, but after Nishiyama he was prob- ably the most respected teacher in Rokkaku. Everyone had fallen silent, watching. “Welcome to your first field assignment,” Ze’ev said. “Today is Monday. This coming Sunday you will leave Rokkaku and travel in groups to Swansea. From there you will take trains to Paddington Station in London. You’ll have the rest of the day to settle in to your new accommodation, and then on Monday you’ll begin attendance at your new schools. You’ll attend the schools for six weeks, after which you’ll return to Rokkaku. That last week will be spent on debriefing and analysis. Then you’ll break up for the Christmas holidays. “T know all of you have been ete guesses about what this trip is for” — Ze’ev grinned — “so I’m going to explain it to you. These field assignments are part of your education. All students at Rokkaku from third year and up do them. You get an easy one

to start you off. In later years, assuming you get that far, they’ll get harder. “Rokkaku is a ninjutsu school. Ninjutsu is the way of survival and persistence, and here, that’s what you learn. We teach you to manage, adapt to and survive any challenge you might face. Your taijutsu training is just a part of that. Rokkaku is also isolated. No contact with the outside world except for our students, no outsiders allowed in. This means we can train without being disturbed.” Ze’ev looked around. “Now, what’s the problem with this?” Allandra and the others looked at each other. Shiro spoke. “We’re supposed to be learning to survive and adapt. But the only place we’re used to surviving in is this valley.” “Correct,” Ze’ev said. “As you’ve probably noticed, most people in this country nowadays don’t live in forest valleys, they live in cities. If you can’t fit into that world, you can’t do much. That’s what the field assignments are for. To teach you to handle different environments, and to work with other institutions.” Ze’ev grinned again. “Or against them, as the case may be. To put it simply, boys and girls, the point of this little vacation is to make you a bit more streetwise. “Now, down to business.” Ze’ev hefted a folder of papers. “As even the most dim-witted of you should have picked up by now, Rokkaku is a secret school. ‘Secret? means ‘not known by anyone else’. This

means, when you arrive at your new school and your teacher asks: ‘And where have you come from, dear?’, you will not say: “The secret ninjutsu school hidden next to Llyn Garedig’. What you will say is what’s on these.” He lifted the folder and handed it to the nearest boy. “These are your cover identities. Take them and learn them.” The sheets spread through the class and there were murmurs. Some people were reading out names, sounding dissatisfied. Allandra took her own sheet and looked at the name at the top of it. She blinked. Anna Nichols? “Shut up, all of you,” Ze’ev said. “You didn’t get any choice about your birth names either, and J don’t hear you complaining about those. As you’ll notice from your sheets, you’re all listed as Japanese nationals. Your backgrounds are that you have gone to school in Japan up until now, but have just moved to England.” “An exchange visit, sensei?” a boy called Makoto asked. “No. An exchange visit is a big deal, and you’re trying to avoid attention. So you’ll be presenting yourselves as normal students who’ve just moved in. As far as the schools are concerned, you’re joining permanently, so act like it. Then, at the end of the six weeks, you’ll vanish, and you’ll just be another few missing numbers in the system.
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“Your past schools, in Japan, are on your sheets. Needless to say, these are schools that you’ve never gone to. They’ve been picked to be as difficult as pos- sible to check up on. The schools have mistranslated names, they’re hard to reach by long-distance com- munication, and your names are on the school rosters as past students. That’ll stop a casual check, but it won’t stand up to a thorough investigation, so don’t give the teachers at your school a reason to start one. If you keep a low profile, then long before anyone acts on any suspicions, your six weeks will be up and you’ll be gone. One more thing: while you’re on this trip, I recommend you speak to each other in Japanese. It makes your story more-credible, and that way you can’t give away information if you’re overheard. “Now, listen up. Your cover identity is your identity for the next seven weeks. Learn it perfectly. Then embellish it. Make up extra details. Imagine what questions you could be asked. For the rest of this week, your teachers and the older students will be calling you by your cover names instead of your real names. You’ll answer to them, and you won’t use each other’s real names when anyone can hear you. Slip up once, and you’ll get a warning. Twice, and you’ll get extra work. Three times, and you won’t be going on the trip. You have to become as used to this other identity as you are to yourself. Above all, you will not reveal anything about Rokkaku.”

“But do we need all this?” another boy called — Tressan asked. Ze’ev’s eyes suddenly were very sharp. “I don’t care if you think you need it. Do you think I’m giving you friendly advice, Tressan? These are orders, not requests. If you can’t obey them, walk out of that door right now. And that goes for the rest of you, too.” There was dead silence. After a few seconds Ze’ev spoke again, his expression dangerous. “This isn’t a game, boys and girls. Rokkaku’s secret is a deadly serious matter, and you will keep it. If you don’t, you are out of this school. You won’t even make it back to the valley to be formally expelled. If you try to return, the patrols will stop you. Understand?” No one spoke. Ze’ev swept the group of them with his gaze, then continued. “Time for your groups. Group one will be Allandra, Ignis, Christopher, Jennifer, Ichiro, Shiro and Hiroshi. Your destination is Waybury School, London. Group two will be…” Allandra listened with only half an ear to the other groups. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Jennifer staring at her. When Ze’ev had finished she hurried out of the dojo, but she got only a little way up the valley before she heard a shout from behind her. “Ally!” Allandra turned with a sinking heart to see Jennifer stalking towards her. “What is it?” “TI told you to stay out of this.” Jennifer’s voice

a9

sparked with anger. “I told you to let me and Chris deal with it. You set this up behind our backs!” “Jen,” Allandra began, uncomfortable, “we just—” “You planned this all together, didn’t you? You thought you’d all follow us down to London and do something. Well, I don’t want you there.” Jennifer pointed back at the dojo. “Go back and take your name off that list! And tell Shiro and Ichiro to beat it, too!” “We just wanted to help—” “I DON’T WANT YOUR HELP!” Jennifer shouted. All around them, a dozen other students of Rokkaku, who had been walking on the paths or climbing on the ropes, stopped dead and turned to look. Allandra stared at Jennifer in shock. “There is nothing you can do that won’t make things worse!” Jennifer shouted. “Nothing! Stay away from me!” She turned and ran. “Jen!” Allandra called after her. She took a step to go after her, but realised it was useless. Jennifer was flying down the valley at the speed of light, and even as Allandra watched she vanished into the trees. The other students turned away and carried on in silence. No one looked at Allandra. Allandra stood for a long time, then began walking towards her next class, head bowed.

Jennifer didn’t appear for the rest of the day. By the _ time Allandra woke the next morning, Jennifer had already risen, washed, dressed and left. Having a new identity was a strange feeling. Allandra learned hers quickly, then spent the rest of the week doing her best to avoid being caught out by the teachers. Ignis, who never took anything seriously until forced to, ignored his new name of “Paul” and failed to answer to it twice. Allandra had to remind him that if he slipped up once more, he wouldn’t be coming with her, after which Ignis answered to his new name perfectly. Kentaro, Allandra’s old enemy from the first year and the slowest of the boys, managed to fail three times, causing him and Yori to spend most of the rest of the week trying to persuade Ze’ev to let him go anyway. Shiro learned his new name of Naganori so well that Ignis and Makoto decided to try and make him make a mistake, just to prove that he wasn’t perfect. They spent the rest of the week sneaking up on Shiro and calling out “Naganori!” at odd times, hoping he would forget. He didn’t. With a journey away from Rokkaku to look forward to, Allandra would have been enjoying herself but for Jennifer. Jennifer was avoiding everyone except Chris, staying out late at night and leaving early in the morning. Christopher hadn’t been happy to find out that Allandra and Ignis were going with them to London, either, and he and Jennifer stayed apart and

ate at a separate table in the canteen. Allandra’s old group of five was cut to three — her, Ignis and Shiro. Ichiro and Hiroshi took to hanging around with them instead, but Allandra was still unhappy. There were no classes on the Saturday, leaving them time to prepare. Allandra finished her packing in the morning, then waited in vain for Jennifer. Finally she gave up and went for a long workout on the tightrope area at Dalarwen. When she got back it was evening. She showered, then headed upvalley. Rokkaku’s shrine was at the top of a winding path twenty metres or so above the kitchens, in a patch of dense forest. All the running routes steered clear of the area, and by custom it was out of bounds for Hunts. Students weren’t told about the shrine. They just … found out. The ivy covering the walls glinted slightly in the fading light. Allandra bowed at the doorway, then entered and knelt in seiza, eyes closed. She emptied her mind and was still. The shrine was silent but for the whispering of the forest. Although her eyes were closed, Allandra could feel her surroundings: the trail of smoke from the single incense stick burning upon the table, the mural of the tengu looking down on her, the movements of the forest outside. Time focused into a drifting moment. : Allandra had been shown the shrine by Nishiyama —

in her first year. Then she had visited it again, offering up a prayer that she would get her twin brother back, before going after him and walking into the hands of her father. Her prayer hadn’t been answered. Yet even so, ever since then Allandra had visited the shrine from time to time. Now, for the first time in many months, she found herself remembering Michael. The two of them had always been together. They had worked together, played together, run away from their father together — until they had been split by their last escape, and when they had met again Allandra had not known her brother. | Why am I remembering him now? Allandra thought, disturbed. Michael’s betrayal had shattered her. It had

. taken a long time for the pain to ease, for her to learn to rely on Jennifer — and later, on Shiro — as she had once relied on her twin. Allandra had told herself again and again that Michael had made his own choice, that he was Vargas’s now, that she would never see him again. But maybe in London she would see him again… Allandra shook her head, breaking the stillness. She rose, backed to the doorway, bowed and turned to face the forest. The moon had risen while she was inside, and its pale light slipped in beams between the leaves and branches. Allandra looked into the shadows beneath

the trees; someone was there. “Who’s there?” After the long silence her own voice sounded very loud in her ears. The shadows moved and a figure stepped out. “Hey, Ally.” He walked towards her and a beam of moon- light lit his face. “Shiro? What are you doing here?” “Looking for you.” Shiro stopped a few paces from Allandra, looking at her. His dark eyes watched her a few seconds, then he dropped his head, smiled and held up a bottle. “Here, I brought you a present.” Allandra took it and looked, puzzled. “Dye?” “Hair dye. You said that your father’s men will be looking for you. They’ll be looking for distinguishing marks. This is the easiest way to change them.” Allandra looked at Shiro in dismay. “But I like my hair.” She held up a strand of it, white in the moonlight. “It’s a nice colour. It’s not too dark, and it’s not too thick.” “T like it too. But I could pick you out of a crowd at a hundred metres with it.” Shiro’s smile faded. “Or … you could not go?” Allandra didn’t answer. Shiro watched her. “You


	could stay behind. Both you and Ignis. I know you want to help Jennifer, but you don’t have to go to London to do it. I’ll be there, along with Ichiro and Hiroshi. We’ll do our best to find out what’s wrong and help Jennifer fix it. I promise.” :



Allandra gave a half-hearted smile. “You’re always _ offering to do things for me, aren’t you?” “I’m offering to do this. I wouldn’t be on my own, either. Ichiro meant it when he said he would help. Then there’d be Hiroshi, and Christopher. You don’t have to come.” Allandra sighed. “Seems like everyone wants me to stay behind. But I don’t, Shiro.” Shiro looked away. “Neither do I.” Suddenly he reached out and gently drew his hand along Allandra’s. cheek. “Stay safe. I don’t want to lose you again.” He turned and vanished into the forest. Startled, Allandra raised her hand to where Shiro had touched her. She looked into the moonlit forest for a little while longer, wondering. Then she shook it off and turned back towards her room. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day.

3

MOVING OUT, MOVING IN

Ignis stared out of the train window, watching the fields slide by. It was raining in a half-hearted sort of way, and drops of water were creeping from right to left a few centimetres from his face, on the outside of the window. Through the glass, the English country- side looked faded and blurry, only half real. The carriage was silent but for the hum of the train’s engines. Jennifer was sitting opposite Ignis, staring out into the rain. Christopher was reading. On the other side of the aisle, Ichiro and Hiroshi were talking quietly between themselves. Allandra was turned away from Jennifer, her head propped up by one hand. Her hair was now jet black, but she hadn’t said anything about it, nor had she responded to Ignis’s jokes. Ignis had the feeling that she was sulking. “Well, this is fun,” Ignis muttered to Shiro. Shiro nodded. “I’m going to stretch my legs.” He rose and walked down the carriage. Ignis followed. Once they were out of earshot, Ignis yawned and stretched. “Ugh. Isn’t anyone going to say anything?” “What did you expect?” Shiro asked. “Jennifer and

Christopher have their plan, Allandra and Jennifer have been fighting, and Ichiro and Hiroshi aren’t getting involved. That leaves you and me. When did you get so keen on being sociable, anyway?” Ignis shrugged. “I just don’t like awkward silences.” “T doubt it’ll last.”

. They had come to a connecting tunnel between carriages. Ignis stood next to the window and watched _ the countryside pass by. Shiro leaned against one of the bulkheads, arms folded. If someone had told Ignis two years ago that Shiro would become his best friend, Ignis would have laughed. Shiro was self-disciplined, organised, cool and aloof, a perfect student who was at the top of the class in everything — exactly the kind of person Ignis had always disliked. If Ignis had been asked to describe his ideal friend, he would have come up with a boy who didn’t take himself too seriously, who liked to have a good time with no worries, and who would do what Ignis told him. Shiro lacked all three qualities. For that matter, to begin with Ignis hadn’t liked any of the children from Rokkaku. Jennifer had struck him as empty-headed, and Christopher as smug. As for Ichiro and Hiroshi, the less said the better. But things had changed. Shiro had come to help Ignis when he had needed it most. And when Allandra had been kidnapped by Vargas, it had been through Shiro, Jennifer and Christopher’s help that she had

been saved. Although Ignis had fought hard, he had been forced to admit to himself afterwards that his role had been the least important of the four. Once upon a time such a feeling would have made him furious. But now that Ignis had more reason to value himself, the old need to dominate everything around him had lessened. Building yourself up was better than trying to pull everyone else down. “So what do you think about this new school?” Ignis asked, after a pause. : “I’m not looking forward to it. To be honest, I’m a little afraid.” “You afraid? Why?” “Dealing with other children. I don’t want to have to face them again.” “What do you call the rest of the class at Rokkaku?” Shiro shook his head. “That’s not what I mean. Don’t you remember what I told you about my school in Japan? I spent most of my life there trying to protect myself from the other boys. That was why I took up ninjutsu and trained so hard. Rokkaku was like a dream for me. For the first time I could be in a place where I could relax. Now,” he sighed and turned to look out of the window, “it feels like the holiday’s over. The clouds have come again.” Ignis stared, then laughed. “You’re crazy. What have you got to be scared of? You’re not seriously worried that some bully is going to come along and

beat you up, are you? You could wipe the floor with. any bully I’ve ever met.” Shiro shook his head again. “You don’t understand. Back then, I thought the same way as you — that if I could defend myself in a fight, it would solve my prob- lems. It didn’t. ’d go about the school, but I’d always feel their dislike. It wears you down, being hated. It’s like a black cloud all around you that you can’t help breathing in.” Ignis leaned forward and snapped his fingers two or three times. “OK, Shiro. Time out. You haven’t even met these kids, and already you’re getting depressed? You’re paranoid.” Shiro looked up, startled, then smiled. “You’ve got a point. But still …” His smile faded. “I’m not like you, Ignis. You might get into trouble easily, but you make friends easily, too. I don’t. People resent me, even when I don’t do anything to them.” “Oh, stop being so gloomy. Look on the bright side. Rokkaku might be nice, but it’s a pretty weird place. Just think, for the first time in years, we’re going to be around normal people again.” “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Shiro replied. Ignis just laughed. They had entered the outskirts of London, and tower blocks and clusters of houses were appearing around them. As the railway line went further into the city, the buildings began to press in. Their view to each

side was blocked off by brick walls, and high windows looked down on them from houses above. The train plunged into a tunnel and began to slow down as it came out into a forest of steel girders and wires. There was a Click and the driver spoke over the intercom. “We are now arriving at London Paddington. This train terminates here. Please remember to take all bags and belongings with you when you leave the train. Once again, this train is terminating here at London Paddington. All change, please, all change.”

Ignis couldn’t help staring about him as they went from the huge arched cavern of Paddington Station down into the tunnels of the London Underground. He’d seen it all before, but it still felt strange after two years in Rokkaku. They boarded an Underground train going towards Waybury. As their train drew closer, Ignis noticed something about the other passengers. He leaned and spoke quietly to Christopher, who was standing next to him. “Hey, Chris. Why are they all giving us such weird looks?” “We’re seven teenagers,” Christopher replied quietly. “They’re wondering if we’re thieves or muggers.” A woman was watching them over the top of a news- paper, and another man had his hand on his shoulder bag. Ignis shut up. He’d forgotten some things about living in London.

The train reached Waybury, and they headed up through the ticket gates to the surface. Out in the open air, Ignis suddenly felt very exposed. They were walking down a main street, passing a council estate with hundreds of flats. People were looking at them as they passed by, and he realised with a nasty feeling that if anyone were to report either his or Allandra’s presence, he wouldn’t even know about it until it was too late. He turned to see Allandra looking at him, and knew she was thinking the same thing. Allandra moved into Shiro’s shadow, keeping her head down. Ignis turned his face to the wall. “Having second thoughts?” Christopher said quietly. “Where are we going?” Ignis asked. “Ze’ev gave Shiro an address,” Christopher said. Shiro was leading the way down the street, glancing occasionally at a piece of paper. “A house. He said it would be our first assignment, whatever that meant.” They turned off the main road and into a series of narrow streets. “Do you”’see anyone you recognise?” Christopher asked. “Oh, for God’s sake, Chris. There are twelve million people in London. I’m not going to run into Vargas going into a newsagent’s.” “My name’s Isaac, not Chris.” But Christopher’s voice was a little more relaxed. Ignis hadn’t been telling him the whole truth,

though. It wasn’t the chance of running into Vargas or Tav or Pete that he was scared of — it was the anonymous man in casual clothes who would spot them on the street, turn away without giving any sign and make a call from the nearest payphone. Vargas had a lot of spies, but Ignis didn’t think that would be what he would be using this time. He would just put up a reward big enough so that everyone who knew about it would be keeping an eye open for them. Still … London was a big place, and the reward would have had to have been out for two years. Long enough for people to forget or give up. It would all depend on how paijoags: Vargas had London covered. Ignis realised that the others had stopped. Shiro, Ichiro and Allandra were looking up at the house in front of them. Ignis walked to their side. “This it?” Shiro nodded. “This is it.” It was a small terraced house with a worn-out look, built in brown brick. Two windows on the ground floor, two on the first, one in the attic. Shiro took the key from Ichiro and inserted it into the keyhole. There was a pause. “What is it?” Ichiro asked. “The key won’t turn.” Shiro fiddled with it, took it out and put it back in again. There was a scraping _ sound and a click. “OK.” Shiro took the key out and pushed the door. Nothing happened.

“OK?” Ignis asked. “Give me a second.” Shiro pushed harder. Ichiro moved to his side and added his own strength. With a creaking, grinding sound the door began to move. Then suddenly it came open with a bang and a cloud of dust, throwing Shiro and Ichiro forward into the house. Ignis followed with the others, feeling relief at being out of sight from unfriendly eyes. The hallway was pitch dark. “Someone turn the light on!” Hiroshi called from the back. “I already tried,” Shiro replied. “I don’t think it’s working.” “No wonder,” Christopher said. “There’s no bulb in the socket.” “Have we come to the right place?” Hiroshi asked. “Everybody!” Ichiro’s voice. “Move into the main room where there’s light.” Clang. “Ow!” “Ally, are you OK?” Ignis called. “There’s a lump of iron in the doorway!” Allandra replied. There was a tearing noise as a sheet of plastic came down. Suddenly Ignis could see again. He, Allandra, Christopher, Jennifer, Hiroshi and Shiro were all standing blinking in the pale light from the back window. Ichiro was rolling down the tarpaulin that had covered the window frame.

The room they were in was cramped and dirty. The sinks to one side and the table in the middle suggested that it had once been a kitchen, but everything was covered in layers of dust and flakes of fallen plaster. In several places, the plasterboard on the walls had been worn away to reveal tired-looking bricks. Odd pieces of furniture had been left around, several of which were broken. The second window at the other end was still covered, leaving most of the room in darkness. ; “This isn’t a house,” Christopher said, looking around in disbelief. “It’s a tomb.” “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Hiroshi asked again. “Yes,” Shiro said. “This is where we’re to live for the next six weeks.” Allandra looked at him. “You’ve got to be joking. The only things living here are spiders.” “Well, they’ll have to make room.” Shiro straight- ened and looked around. “Come on. Spread out and look through the house, around and upstairs. Let’s see what we’ve got to work with.” “This is ridiculous,” Christopher complained. “This place looks like it’s been sealed for a thousand years. I feel like Indiana Jones in Raiders of the Lost Ark. If I go upstairs ll probably fall into a snake trap. I want a flaming torch and a bullwhip.” “Shut up, Chris. Just go and look.”

Ignis threw up his hands and started to pick his way back towards the hall, Allandra following.

“T think this building ought to be condemned.” They had spent an hour searching through the house and were now sitting around the kitchen table, looking pessimistic. It was Christopher who had spoken. “All right, Chris, what did you find?” Shiro asked. “I found that this place is a dump.” Christopher’s face had dust streaks on it, and he looked tired and irritable. “The walls look like someone went around hitting them with a sledgehammer. There’s more paint on the floors than on the ceilings. I don’t like the look of the bricks, either — I think everyone moved out because they were afraid the house would collapse. There are two floors and half a dozen rooms, and everything’s got layers of dust on it and nothing works. There’s an attic, too. The trapdoor to it is stuck, so we _ couldn’t open it. God only knows what’s up there.” Christopher shook his head and spoke bitterly. “‘First assignment’. Ze’ev knew this place was a dump. That was what he was grinning about.” “The phone doesn’t work, either,” Jennifer said, speaking for the first time. “There’s a handset, but it’s broken.” “I don’t think it’d make any difference,” Ignis added. “I looked at the telephone line and it’s got a gap in it. I think the electricity is gone, too.”
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“And there’s no water,” Allandra said. “I tried the | taps in the bathrooms and the kitchen. Shiro, this is impossible. We can’t live here. Nothing works!” “Stop complaining,” Ichiro said. “You give up too easily.” “Oh? And you’re going to wave a magic wand and sort it all out, are you?” Ignis demanded. “Unlike you, we aren’t about to run home after—” “All right, all right,” Shiro cut in. “Let’s look at it another way. What do we have that works?” Ichiro nodded to Hiroshi. “Hiroshi.” Hiroshi was Ichiro’s closest friend, and the two spent even more time together than Christopher and Jennifer. Shorter and stockier than Ichiro, Hiroshi tended to be eclipsed by his friend — although he was usually by Ichiro’s side, it was Ichiro everyone remembered. Ignis knew him better than most, since Hiroshi had been his partner on Hunts for the last year and a half. To begin with the two of them had fought constantly, but over the months Ignis had gradually begun to get along better with the other boy. Hiroshi was a cautious person who tended to keep his thoughts to himself and was slow to share them with others. He trusted Ichiro completely, and would follow him anywhere. When he had finally loosened up enough to talk with Ignis, Ignis had been surprised to find him observant and sometimes very funny. He was also an otaku, and his room was stacked with manga volumes.

=~ Of course, from Ignis’s point of view, the biggest reason to appreciate him as a partner was that Hiroshi, despite his caution, happened to be a very good martial artist. “We have some things,” Hiroshi began. “I checked the pipes and there is a water supply — it’s not getting through to the taps, but it’s there. The same goes for electricity. There’s power, even if the lights don’t work. And I know the walls don’t look pretty, but I don’t think they’re going to fall down, either. It’s mostly appearance. It might be possible to get the water and electricity working again if we do our best.” “The same goes for the rest of the house,” Ichiro continued. “It looks bad, but it could be fixed by cleaning and tidying. None of the windows are broken, and the structure is acceptable. A few days’ work would be enough. The only serious problems are the water, the electricity and furniture. We would need tools for those.” “All right.” Shiro straightened. “There’s no point sitting around. Let’s fix this place up.” “Huh?” Ignis said. “Why?” “Because this is where we’ll be living for the next month and a half. So unless you want to sleep on a bed of dust, we’re going to have to clean it.” “Why us?” Shiro let out a breath in exasperation. “Do you see anyone else?”

a]

“This isn’t our job,” Ignis complained. “This was supposed to be a some sort of undercover assignment. I thought this was going to be exciting. What do they think we are, cleaners?” Shiro covered his eyes briefly, then looked up at the others. “Look. We’re here. We’re staying here. This house is a mess. So we have two choices. Either we can make it not a mess or we can sit around for six weeks in filth complaining about how someone else should fix it for us. Which are you going to do?” Ichiro stood up. “This is a waste of time. I’m getting to work.” “T’ll try and get the water working,” Hiroshi volunteered. Christopher looked around from side to side, then sighed and slid off the table he had been sitting on. “Well, it looks like I’m the only one here who knows anything about electrics. So I guess I’ll start on the power.” “OK,” Shiro said. “Ichiro, how about you and I go through the attic? We might find some tools or spare furniture.” Ichiro nodded. “Try and find some electrical wire if you can,” Christopher added. “Some connectors would be nice too.” Shiro fished a piece of paper out of his pocket. “Mr Oakley gave me this number to call once we’d got

settled in. After we know what we need, I’ll call them _ and ask if they can help.” “No telephone, remember?” Jennifer pointed out. Shiro looked at Jennifer. “Did you bring your mobile?” Silently Jennifer handed it to him, then walked towards the door. “There was a broom and a dustpan upstairs,” she said over her shoulder on the way out. “Could you two help Jennifer?” Shiro asked. “Help her clean the house?” Allandra asked, dismayed. “But that’ll take days!” “It’s not going to get any smaller if you wait. Ichiro and I will help once we’ve finished.” Allandra threw up her hands and went after Jennifer. Ignis followed unenthusiastically.

It was late afternoon. “Sweep, sweep, sweep,” Ignis muttered as he pushed another broomful of plaster flakes into the pile in the middle of the floor. “ ‘Field assignment’. I’m going to kill Ze’ev when I get back. He spends a week psyching us up for this trip, gets us to learn our cover identities, lets us think we’re in for some big adventure. Then we get here and our big adventure turns out to be cleaning up a house.” Ichiro swept and bagged the pile without comment. “I wish I could talk to all-the people who think _ studying ninjutsu is cool.” Ignis started on another

pile. “ ‘So, what do you do in ninja training?’ ‘Well, we clean melon out of classrooms, peel potatoes in the kitchens and play clean-up for wrecked houses.’ Real exciting. We spend more time with a broom than with a bo.” “This is training,” Ichiro stated. “This is pointless.” Ichiro shrugged. “If the teachers want us to do something, they must have a good reason.” Ignis looked at him in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding. That’s it? They put us in a dump like this and you say ‘They must have a good reason’?” “A warrior should be skilled with the instruments of peace as well as those of war.”. “A warrior should do this, a warrior should do that. You sound like a samurai instruction manual. What makes you such an expert? For all I know, you just make it up.” Ichiro sighed. “Oh, shut up, Ignis. You complain for the sake of complaining. Whine, whine, whine. You’re like an old woman.” Ignis looked at Ichiro in surprise, then laughed. “So I’m complaining. At least I talk. You’re dead silent most of the time.” “It’s difficult to be silent with you around. I don’t know how Shiro shares a room with you without going crazy.” Ignis grinned. “Well, he took some getting used

to it.” Suddenly Ignis’s grin faded. “Ichiro, there’s something you should know.” Ichiro stopped and looked at Ignis. “What is it?” “Last summer,” Ignis began slowly. “Allandra went missing, and then the four of us did too. You remember?” “Yes.” Ichiro was watching Ignis carefully now. “Did Ally ever tell you what happened?” “No.” “All right.” Ignis didn’t know how much Ichiro had guessed, but if he was going to be with them for the next six weeks it was time for him to know. “This is what happened.” Quickly Ignis sketched out the truth about Vargas, his business and Allandra’s kidnapping. When he had finished he waited. Ichiro was silent a long time. “So what you are saying is this,” he finally said. “Your father is a dangerous criminal who is after you and your sister, as long as you are outside Rokkaku he may come after you, and anyone near you may be involved as well.” “Yes. That’s why I thought you needed to know.” Ichiro was quiet. “Are you angry?” Ignis ventured after a little while. “You should have told me this before.” Ichiro looked at Ignis, frowning. “It could be dangerous.” “I know.” Ignis rolled his eyes. “Shiro, Jen and Chris all know about this and they went in anyway. But I should have told you as well. It’s dangerous for you—”

“Baka neko. Did I say I was worried about danger for me? I am responsible for Hiroshi, and by inviting him on this trip I have put him in danger without his knowledge.” Ignis blinked. “Uh, I thought that was what I did ae “No one you could escape from is likely to threaten me. Hiroshi is another matter. I will tell him.” Ichiro walked to the door and paused. “I’m glad that you told me.” He left. : Ignis had to stifle a laugh. It didn’t seem to even occur to Ichiro that he might be at risk himself. Then he paused at the sound of raised voices. It was coming from next door. Holding his broom, he went to see. Allandra’s voice was coming from the next room. _ “I didn’t come here to spy on you!” Jennifer’s reply was angry. “You shouldn’t have come at all! Why won’t you just go home?” “I’m not going until you tell me what’s happening.” “It’s none of your business!” There were footsteps and Allandra came out, slamming the door behind her. She walked into the room Ignis had been cleaning, head down, then hit the wall, hard. More bits of plaster showered down. “Damn it!” Allandra’s voice was shaking. “Cool it, Ally. We’ll figure it out sooner or later.” Allandra looked up at Ignis, angry and upset. “I

don’t care about figuring it out! I want Jen to be my — friend again, not act like she hates me! Why won’t—” Christopher walked into the room and Allandra stopped short. Christopher said nothing, and there was no way to tell how much of the argument he had overhead. He checked the wiring behind the skirting board, screwed a bulb into the light socket, then left. “I told Ichiro about Vargas,” Ignis said after Christopher’s footsteps had faded away downstairs. Allandra nodded absent-mindedly. “You’re right. I should have done that already.” She walked to the window and looked out. Ignis joined her. The sun had set, and the sky was quickly fading to dark grey. Below them to the left and right was a series of small boxed- in gardens, now becoming shadowed. Another line of terraced houses blocked their vision in front. “Do you think we shouldn’t have come?” Allandra asked quietly after a while. Ignis shook his head. “No. I was getting sick of being cooped up too.” He looked out of the window,


	thinking. “I guess this is a test, sort of. If we can go these six weeks without Vargas spotting us, then we’ll know that we can survive outside Rokkaku.” Allandra was silent for a few minutes. “And what if we can’t?” Ignis didn’t answer. They stood without speaking, watching the evening turn to dusk. Then suddenly, there was a blaze of light.



Ignis turned around, blinking. The light bulb was on. “Hey! Chris got it working!” | “We’ve got light! Yay!” Allandra ran for the door. Christopher was down in the hallway, with everyone else around him. “Nice work, Chris,” Shiro said with a smile. “Well done,” Ichiro said. Christopher could hardly hold back a grin of pleasure. “I finally got it. I knew there was a wire gone in the main circuit, but I didn’t know which one until now.” “And the delivery arrived, too,” Shiro added. “Come on, let’s get some dinner. I’ll tell you all about it once we’ve eaten.”

Pizzas made everyone feel better. The lights in the kitchen glowed cheerfully, and the children chatted in high spirits. Only Jennifer sat to one side, taking no part in the conversation. “So what’s with those?” Ignis asked, pointing with a pizza slice towards the packages stacked at the far end of the living room. “Uniforms,” Shiro replied. “Seems our new school has a dress code. You’d better try them on before you go to bed.” “I hope they cleared the transfer with the school already,” Christopher commented. “Otherwise this is going to be a really short trip.”

“We’re going to get a weekly sum of money for food _ and housekeeping, too,” Shiro said. “It won’t go that far, though. We’ll have to do most things ourselves. But if we divide it up—” “Oh, give it a rest, Shiro,” Ignis sighed. “Organise, organise, organise. Why don’t you just relax for a change?” “You’re the last person who should be com- plaining,” Shiro replied with spirit. “You’re the most disorganised person in the world. If I didn’t do it—” “Could you pass the ham and mushroom, please?” Ichiro asked. “So we go in tomorrow morning?” Christopher said. Shiro nodded. “Yup. We report to the administra- tion desk at eight-forty-five. The school day finishes at four, so unless anything goes wrong we can meet back here afterwards.” “No,” Jennifer said. “After school, Chris and I are going to see my parents.” Allandra, who had been talking with Ichiro, stopped and looked at Jennifer. So did Ignis. “We’re coming too,” Allandra said. “It won’t make any difference,” Jennifer said. The fire had gone out of her. Sitting in the corner and staring down at her uneaten pizza, she only looked tired. “You’ll just make things worse.” “How can they be any worse than they are already?” Allandra demanded. “I want to see for myself.”

Jennifer looked away. “Fine. You’ll find out. And you’ll find out why you shouldn’t have come.” She pushed her chair back. “I’m going to bed.” She left. Christopher looked around at the rest of them, then followed. There was a brief silence. Ichiro looked thoughtfully after Jennifer, tapping his fingers on the table. “Do you think she’s right?” Ignis asked. “What if there really isn’t anything we can do?” “I don’t care,” Allandra replied, determined. “I’m going to do something.” “We’ve got six weeks,” Shiro said. “Long enough to know one way or the other.” He got up. “Come on, Hiroshi. Let’s get the- water working before we go to bed.”


UU.


A NEW START

The next morning Ignis took a look around the neighbourhood, and what he found was encouraging. Their street was a backwater two streets away from the nearest main road, and the houses were old and decayed, filled with immigrant families packed in tightly, and old people without the money to follow their children into more expensive districts. Crime was high enough that people didn’t look too closely at their neighbours, but not so high that the street was an open drug market. To Ignis, it looked like a good place to stay hidden. | That still didn’t make up for having to wear school uniforms, though. “How are we supposed to move in these things?” Ignis said, tugging at the collar of his shirt. “We’re not,” Shiro replied. “They’re made for looks.” “Oh, and they’re so good at that,” Ignis muttered. “If they wanted them to look good, why did they make them purple? We look like we’re going to clown college.”

They were walking down the main shopping street towards the school. It was fifteen minutes’ walk away, through more rows of terraced houses and around the council estates. The pavements were busy with people going to work, and the sky was overcast, with grey


	clouds promising more rain. “What about me?” Allandra complained from behind them. “I still don’t see why I have to do the cooking.” | “We all have our assigned duties,” Ichiro replied. “And you said you know how to cook.” A group of women, talking busily, came towards them and the seven children parted to let them pass between. “No, I said I was better than Ignis. There’s a difference.” Ignis gave her a dirty look. They turned a corner and Waybury School appeared in the distance in front of them. “Are you sure we have to wear these things?” Christopher sighed. “Come on, Ignis. Haven’t you noticed that no one’s looking at us any more?” Ignis looked around and realised that Christopher was right. Yesterday they had been out of place. Now, they were just seven more children in school uniforms, walking to school amidst the crowd, and passing adults didn’t give them a second glance. It was enough to cheer him up a little. Waybury School looked to have been built not long



ago. There were two main buildings, one of which was — newer and larger, and several smaller constructions behind and around the school campus. To the right was a concrete football pitch with wire around it, and behind was an industrial estate. The campus was surrounded by a high fence. Other students wearing the same uniforms were hanging around the entrance to the school. Most were English, West Indian or African, with a handful of other nationalities. “Do I look as stupid as they do in this uniform?” Ignis muttered. “Nihongo.” Shiro said quietly. “Shiro, you idiot, I’m not talking in Japanese every—” “Naganori to moshimasu, Neko-kun.” My name is _ Naganori, Cat. Ignis called Shiro something his Japanese teacher would have smacked his head for saying. “This is not a game any more, Paul,” Shiro said in quiet Japanese. They were in the school grounds now, and other students were all around them. “From now on, anything we do to attract attention may attract Vargas’s as well.” “I don’t want to have to deal with your father,” Hiroshi said to Ignis in Japanese. His voice was low and he looked worried. “This is dangerous enough already without you causing trouble!”

Ignis felt Allandra’s hand on his arm; a warning. “Fine,” he growled. “Let’s go in,” Jennifer said. Inside, the school was much darker. The corridors were cramped and poorly lit through small windows, and the paint was peeling. After a few minutes’ search they found an office marked “Reception”. Shiro knocked at the door. A blonde woman looked up. “Can I help you?” She said the first three words all together, so it came out as “Canlhelp you?” “We’re new students,” Shiro began. “Could you tell us where to go?” The woman stared blankly at them. “Is there a class we’re supposed to be in?” Shiro asked after a long pause. “You should have got a form for that,” the woman said. “We don’t have one. But we’re supposed to be in classes.” “You should have got a form,” the woman Snias “What class should we be in?” “Well, I don’t know. You should have got a form.” “We didn’t get one.” “You didn’t get a form?” “No. We didn’t get a form.” “If you’re registered here, you should have got a form,” the woman declared with finality.

“What’s wrong with this woman?” Christopher _ whispered in Japanese. “Eh?” the woman asked. “What’s that?” “Do you know where we’re supposed to be?” Shiro asked. “Naw, I don’t know.” “Who would know?” “You want Gladys. I don’t do admissions.” “Where’s Gladys?” Shiro asked. “Naw, I don’t know.” “Ts she in this building?” “She might be… I don’t know.” The woman stared at Shiro. Ignis, who had walked a few steps forward and to Shiro’s side, pointed at a piece of paper lying on the desk. “What’s that?” The woman stared blankly at him. “I don’t know.” Ignis leaned forward and read. “Admissions Office, dated this week. Newly transferred students … Paul, Anna, Naganori…” The woman grabbed the paper and looked at Ignis indignantly. “You shouldn’t be looking at that.” “That’s us,” Ignis pointed out. “You shouldn’t be looking at that. That’s private. We can’t just show everything to anyone who walks in here and—” “I think we’re the students that paper’s talking about,” Shiro said patiently.

The woman looked at the paper. “That’s a 3A. ‘Transfer and New Arrivals’.” “Does it say there are seven transfer students starting today?” Shiro asked. She stared at him. “There are seven 3As starting today.” “That’s us.” “They’re starting in Year 8.” “Yes, that’s us.” The woman stared at Shiro. “There’s seven 3As starting today in Year 8.” “Yes. We’re the seven 3As starting today in Year 8.” The woman seemed to consider this new infor- mation for a few minutes. “You mean,” she asked finally, “you’re the 3As starting today in Year 8?” “Yes, we are.” “Well, you should have said so, shouldn’t you?” Allandra, who had been watching the conversation in disbelief, nearly exploded. “That’s what we—!” Shiro stepped on her foot. “Could you tell us where we should go?” “Naw, I don’t know.” The woman fished up a piece of paper and blinked at it. “There are lessons.. .” Ignis stepped forward and took it out of her hands in one quick movement. “Thanks, that’ll be fine. It was great talking, I really enjoyed it, let’s do it again sometime — see you later.” Ignis was out of the door

before the woman’s protest of “Excuse me :..” could | be heard. “You could have waited for her to give it to us,” Shiro said mildly. “If I had to listen to her for one more minute, I was going to kill her with her own stapler. What was wrong with her?” “They don’t seem very welcoming,” Ichiro com- mented in Japanese. “No, you think?” Jennifer replied acidly. “Where are we supposed to be?” Allandra asked, trying to look over Ignis’s shoulder. “We’re together in Set A,” Ignis said, reading from the paper. He looked at the other five. “I think you guys are in C, D and E.” Christopher took the paper, checked it and passed it on before yawning and stretching. “Oh well, there’s no point putting it off. Let’s get to work.” “We’ll meet up at the main gate after school,” Shiro said. The seven of them split up.

Ignis and Allandra’s classroom was on the top floor, down a narrow corridor. Ignis pushed open the door and the two of them went in. The classroom was on the small side. Chairs and desks were scattered around, and the usual pieces of work and lists of rules were posted on the walls. Light from the small windows cast white patches on the

floor. About fifteen boys and girls were in the room. As Ignis and Allandra entered, the students stopped their conversations to look at them. Allandra hesitated. Ignis walked right in. “Hey, you guys,” he said to a group of four boys sitting around a table. “What’s up?” The boys looked at each other. “Who are you?” one of them asked. “Paul.” Ignis saw the football magazine between them. “Oh, the Saturday match, right? Chelsea are going to win that, easy.” “No way! They couldn’t even score against Liverpool.” “Who do you support?” another boy asked Ignis. “Arsenal.” “Aah. We’re gonna kick your arse next week.” Ignis grinned. “Man U, huh? You couldn’t do it last time.” “That was only because of the ref…” Ignis pulled up a chair and sat down. Out of the corner of his eye he saw one of the other girls approaching Allandra, then he was absorbed in talking to the boys. Their names were Arthur, Jason, Sani and Chalky. After a few minutes, the door opened and a teacher came in. To Ignis’s surprise, everyone carried on talking. The woman stacked some papers in a folder and cleared her throat. “We’ll take registration now, class.”

Arthur and Sani were still talking. “Uh, is that our — teacher?” Ignis asked. Arthur nodded. “Yeah, Miss Elsworth.” “We’ll take registration now,” Miss Elsworth said again, a little louder. The conversations didn’t stop, so she started calling out names. “Arthur … Beatrice … Ben …” Often the student wouldn’t hear and she would have to call out the name several times before she got a reply. Miss Elsworth finished the register five minutes later without either causing any reduction in the noise level or noticing Ignis and Allandra. Ignis gave Allandra a puzzled look, then got up to go to the teacher. Allandra followed. “Um, excuse me?” Ignis asked. “Yes?” Miss Elsworth looked up at them. She was a thin woman in her thirties, with brown curls and a tired look. “Oh — are you from another class?”. “T don’t think so,” Allandra said. “We just arrived.” “New arrivals?” Miss Elsworth blinked. “I didn’t think we had any. We were supposed to be getting some students from Japan, but not for two weeks yeas “That’s us,” Allandra said. “Really? Oh, I’m very sorry. There must have been some kind of mix-up. Let’s see …” She shuffled through her papers. “I should give you a timetable, but there aren’t any spare…”

~ “We could just have the others tell us where to go,” Ignis volunteered, after Miss Elsworth had been searching for half a minute. “Really? You could? Thank you very much. It should only be for a few days, then Ill make sure you get a proper timetable.” A bell rang. “Oh dear, is it that late already?” Miss Elsworth asked, then leaned around them and raised her voice. “You should all go to lessons now, every- one!” She looked back up at Ignis and Allandra. “I’m very sorry about all this … do you think you’ll be all right for today?” “We’ll be fine,” Allandra assured her. “Oh, good. I hope you have a good day. Welcome to our school.” “They run things a bit differently here, don’t they?” Allandra said quietly to Ignis as they left the class- room. “Hey, you two!” Ignis turned to see Arthur waving at him from a staircase they had just passed. “It’s down this way.” “What’s first?” Ignis asked as they went down the stairs. “Maths.” Ignis sighed. Although over two years’ work at Rokkaku he’d learned the basics of Mathematics, he’d never really become comfortable with it. It looked like a hard morning’s work.

But he was in for a surprise. When the lesson started, _ the Mathematics teacher set some basic algebra problems out on the board. Ignis finished them in three minutes and waited for the teacher to move on. The teacher didn’t. Instead he went through the problems slowly, one after another. At intervals he would ask one of the students to demonstrate. Usually he would have to ask several times before the student would get up to try it, and once there it took even longer. “Is this it?” Ignis asked Arthur, sitting next to him. There were so many other conversations going on that he didn’t have to worry about the teacher overhearing. “Huh? Can you do it?” Arthur asked. “Uh, I guess so.” “Can you show me? I can’t do the first one.” Ignis tried to explain. A few times he looked up to make sure the teacher wasn’t doing something else, but nothing had changed. By the time the bell rang, the teacher still hadn’t reached the end of the problems on the board. History class went the same way. Geography and Science were next. These two subjects weren’t even taught in Rokkaku in the third year, so Ignis was expecting to be behind, but again the lesson material was so basic that he had no trouble keeping up. In both classes he ended up spending more time helping Arthur and the others than he did listening to the teacher.

“Wow, man!” Arthur said as they went down for lunch. “I didn’t know you were so smart!” “He’s like some kind of genius or something,” Sani said. “T’m not a genius!” Ignis protested. “Where I come from everyone’s better than me!” “Ah, yeah, right,” Jason said with a laugh. “I’m serious. I’m not good at Maths, I’m not good at English and I’m at the bottom of the class in History. All the lessons.. .” “It’s OK, man,” Arthur said. “You don’t have to pretend.” “But I’m not—” Ignis stopped short as he saw they didn’t believe him. Lunch, at least, was normal. It seemed as though school meals were the same everywhere. Ignis spoke to Allandra, then went out into the front yard with his new friends. They sat on a bench where they could get a good view of everything else. “My dad’ll really be on my case after he hears about you,” Arthur said. “He’s always on at me to do better in school.” “Look, there’s nothing special about me, OK?” Ignis said. “Stop acting like I’m a professor.” “No, it’s cool, man,” Jason said. “No dis.” Ignis threw up his hands. “Forget it. What about the match? Arthur, let’s see that mag.” But none of the other four were answering him.

Ignis glanced up to see that all four of them were | looking past him, craning their necks to peer over his | shoulder. “Bad stuff, man,” Arthur said. “That’s a new kid, right?” Jason asked. “Wouldn’t want to be him,” Chalky agreed. “What are you guys talking about?” Ignis asked. He looked around. “Oh, you mean Shi— Naganori?” Shiro was standing against the fence. A pair of West Indian boys, sixteen years old or so, were looming over him. “You know him?” Arthur asked. “Uh-huh,” Ignis replied. “But he doesn’t talk much, and he doesn’t know anything about football.” “Man, that’s bad,” Jason said. “The football? Don’t worry about it. It takes a long time to get to know him, but—” “No! Those guys are from South Street. You don’t want to mess with them.” “Listen,” Sani said, “if that guy’s your mate, you want to warn him. He’s going to get—” “No.” Arthur shook his head urgently. “Don’t get involved, man.” ’ “Get involved?” Ignis looked at Arthur in puzzle- ment, then laughed. “Oh, you mean help him? Trust me, he doesn’t need it.” “You shouldn’t laugh about it, man.” Ignis glanced back. The two boys had closed in on

Shiro and were right next to him. “Hey!” one of them _ barked. “I asked you a question, you hear?” Around them, boys who had been wandering or playing football in the yard were starting to drift into a circle, hoping to see someone get hurt. Ignis turned back and pulled the magazine out of Arthur’s bag. “I still think Chelsea are going to win. West Ham aren’t—” “Hey, this is serious!” Ignis looked up to see that Arthur and Jason looked genuinely worried. “You shouldn’t laugh about it. Your friend’s in big trouble.” Ignis shook his head. “No, he’s not.” “James and Ag are going to stomp him bad.” “No, they won’t.” “It’s going to be bad, man.” “No, it isn’t. Trust me on this, OK?” A shout came from behind Ignis. “What’s that, you little shrimp? What’s that you said?” Shiro’s reply was too quiet to be heard. “Oh man, here it comes!” Arthur rose to his feet, and Jason, Sani and Chalky followed him. There was a flat wham! Suddenly everything went quiet. For about five seconds, there was a dead silence. “Uh, what just happened?” Arthur said into the vacuum. “Usoto gari, probably,” Ignis answered without looking up. He was the only one still sitting down.

“Huh?” Ignis flipped a page. “Leg throw. He likes it because he says you can do as much or as little damage as you like.” Ignis looked over his shoulder. “Yup, usoto gari.” One of Shiro’s two attackers was lying on the ground, coughing. Shiro was facing the other, who was backing away very quickly. The surrounding boys were staring open-mouthed. “Hey! What’s going on over there!” A teacher was hurrying across the yard. The crowd dispersed immediately. Shiro melted into them. By the time the teacher had made it, the only person still there was the boy Shiro had dropped, shakily trying to get up. “Konnichi wa, Shiro-san,” Ignis said with a grin as Shiro walked up to where they were sitting. “Naganori to moshimasu,” Shiro answered. “Yeah, yeah, I know, Naganori. Did you hurt him?” “He’s only winded. I made sure he landed on his back.” Shiro nodded to the other four. “Hello.” “Oh, right. This is Arthur, Jason, Chalky and Sani. You guys, this is… Naganori.” “That was so cool!” Arthur said. “What did you do?” “Are you some kind of kung fu master?” “Kung fu is from China,” Shiro replied. “We’re from Japan, and we study ninjutsu. And we’re students, not masters.”

“You mean you’re all super-hard?” Ignis grinned but remembered to check the yard. | The boy whom Shiro had taken down was on his feet again, and two more had joined him. They were looking across the yard at Shiro and the others, and talking to each other in low voices. Trouble, Ignis noted.

Throughout the afternoon, Arthur kept asking Ignis about his training, and whether Ignis could show him some moves. It was at least a distraction from the lessons, which hadn’t grown any more interesting. To stop Arthur asking, Ignis finally agreed to show him something tomorrow. When the four o’clock bell rang, he headed to the front gates to wait. It had rained earlier, but the clouds had broken up and patches of blue sky were widening between them. The sun shone through briefly, leaving patches of light on the wet stone that quickly moved on, following the wind south. Students drifted in a steady flow from the buildings, pausing a while before going out into the street. The yard was a sea of groups and cliques, talking to each other and on their mobiles. Arguments were frequent. Behind one of the buildings, out of sight of the school windows, a fight broke out between two girls. One of the girls threw the other to the ground and started kicking her. Students around her cheered her on. A group of boys in the other corner

were smoking. The wind shifted and Ignis’s nose | caught the sickly smell of marijuana. When Allandra and the others had arrived, they left by the front gate. Two boys and a girl were sitting on a low wall with a portable CD player, and the music washed over the seven of them as they passed. It was loud and fast, with a repeating guitar theme, and the girl was tapping her fingers to it. The singer sounded angry and satisfied at the same time. Ignis caught one of the lines, shouted out at the world: No one’s going to save you, nothing’s going to come… They turned a corner and the music faded away into the sounds of the city around them. They were in the streets of London once again, a breeze blowing through their hair. “This place sucks,” Christopher said. “Chris!” Allandra protested. “Well, it does. The staff are awful and the pupils are too. I’ve just spent an hour sitting through the most boring Maths lesson I’ve ever had in my whole | life. The kids in my class have to pull out the calculator on their mobile phones to figure out what seven times nine is. Half of them can barely speak English. Have you seen what they write in their exercise books? It looks like something done by a five-year-old.” “You shouldn’t look down on them, Chris,” Shiro said. “Why not? They’re going to think I look down

on them no matter what I do. They’re so stupid they probably couldn’t tell the difference anyway.” “Hey!” Ignis said. “I spent the day with some of the guys there and I got on with them fine. And they’re not stupid. What’s up with you, anyway?” Ignis was a little surprised. Normally, Christopher was the friendly, easy-going one. It was strange to see him so aggressive. “You don’t act like this in Rokkaku.” “Yeah, well, this isn’t Rokkaku.” Christopher looked at Ignis, eyes narrowed. “Maybe you weren’t paying attention back in there, but that is not a school of happy boys and girls. They’ve got no future, and they know it. When people have got nothing to hope for, they take it out on the ones who do. And even if the kids there don’t get rid of us, the teachers will. We don’t belong here.” Christopher turned away and ~ quickened his pace, walking ahead of the rest of them. Ignis stared after Christopher’s retreating back. “What’s up with him?” “We used to go to a school like this,” Jennifer answered. “This place is terrible,” Ichiro stated. “Schools in Japan are far better.” Ignis rolled his eyes. “Oh, not you as well.” “There is no order and no discipline. The standards are terrible. No Japanese school would be this bad. Even in the poorest districts, the students have more respect for their teachers than this, because of Japanese

culture. Your country is in decline. If this is the best it can do, it won’t last much longer.” 7 “You’re always going on about Japanese culture,” Jennifer said. “If Japan’s so perfect, why are you here?” “But Japanese culture is better, isn’t it?” Hiroshi asked. “I mean, isn’t that why Rokkaku was set up? It only works because of the Japanese influence. If they’d tried to make it all English, it wouldn’t have been any good.” “I think the idea is it’s supposed to be a mixture,” Shiro said. “But it’s not as though the English side contributes much, is it?” Hiroshi said. “I mean, your country is a bit of a backwater nowadays. Although it is very nice to visit,” he added quickly. “Very nice to visit?” Allandra said indignantly. “A backwater?” Ignis demanded. “You can take your—” “Calm down, you two,” Shiro said. He looked like he was trying to stop himself from laughing. “Ally, how was your class?” “Well, it wasn’t bad,” Allandra said slowly. “I get on with the girls OK — or at least I think I do. I’m not sure about Beatrice, though. She was asking lots of questions about you and that fight you had in the yard.” “We were supposed to avoid attracting attention,” Ichiro reminded Shiro. “Did you forget?”

“I didn’t forget,” Shiro said mildly. “James insulted me, my mother, my family and my friends, then threatened me and told me to get down on my knees and lick his shoes. When I told him I’d prefer not to, he grabbed my shoulder and tried to force me. I made sure not to do any damage.” “T don’t think you hit him hard enough,” Ignis said. “TI saw how he looked afterwards, and Arthur told me he’s got a lot of friends. He’ll be back.” They had reached the bus stop. Christopher had picked out a bus route that would take them into Mayfair, and to Jennifer’s house. They waited amidst a crowd of people going home from work, then got onto the first bus. The ride was relatively quiet. Ignis found himself stealing glances at Jennifer. She was standing silently against the railing, head down so that her streaked blonde-brown hair fell forward, hiding her eyes. Standing still in her purple uniform, Jennifer looked somehow pathetic. All of her normal life and energy seemed to have been drained out of her. When they reached their destination it was four- thirty. The sun was beginning to dip, and the high buildings around them cast long shadows across the streets of Mayfair. They walked in silence along the quiet pavements until they saw Jennifer’s house in front of them. The sight of the house made Ignis shiver briefly. The

last time he’d seen those cracked and peeling white pillars had been a late night in June. He, Shiro, Christopher and Jennifer had walked out of the door, placed the key under the flagstone and set out to rescue Allandra. It had been desperately close. Ignis glanced behind him out of reflex, but the street was empty but for a few passers-by. “You’re going to have to wait out here,” Jennifer said. “What?” Allandra said. “No way!” “We can’t take all five of you in with us,” Christopher said. “Two at most.” “I’m coming,” said Allandra immediately. Ignis shrugged. “I’ll wait.” Shiro looked around. “Then the rest of us will—” “No,” Ichiro said. “I will come too.” Ignis looked at him in surprise. Jennifer sighed, then took a deep breath. “All right.” She straightened up. “Let’s go. I don’t think this’ll take long. You guys,” she looked at Shiro, Ignis and Hiroshi, “just wait down the street. Far enough down that they don’t see you.” She looked at Christopher. “Ready?” Christopher nodded. “Ready.” Jennifer, Christopher, Allandra and Ichiro climbed the steps towards the door. Ignis watched them go, then walked away down the pavement aleng with Shiro and Hiroshi.
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FAMILY AND FRIENDS

Allandra walked up the steps with Jennifer to her left, Christopher to her right and Ichiro behind her. Jennifer pressed the bell. It rang somewhere deep in the house, and for a moment there was silence. Allandra held up a few strands of her fine, now-black hair and let it fall with a sigh, looking unhappily down at her purple uniform. She didn’t exactly look her best. “Don’t mention Rokkaku,” Jennifer said. “Don’t mention our new school, either. If they ask, we’re down in London to rehearse a play, and that’s how we know each other.” Allandra looked at Jennifer in confusion. “A play?” Jennifer closed her eyes briefly. “I’ll explain later. Just let me do the talking, OK?” , Allandra hesitated, then nodded. “And don’t get angry.” “What?” “My parents are good at provoking people. No matter what they say, don’t lose your temper. Under- stand?”

“OK.” “You too, Ichiro-kun.” Ichiro nodded. “Very well.” “Here we go,” Christopher said quietly. The door opened. The woman who was standing in the doorway had pale skin and curly platinum-blonde hair. She wore jeans and a striped top, along with a necklace and a dozen or so bracelets that jangled when she moved. Her eyes went wide at the sight of Jennifer. “Jenny darling! Where have you been?” “Hi, Mum.” Jennifer kissed her on both cheeks. The woman took a step back and looked Jennifer over critically. “Darling, that uniform looks awful. Why are you wearing it?” “We came straight from rehearsal,” Jennifer said. “These are our friends, Anna and Kazuo.” Jennifer’s mother gave Allandra and Ichiro a searching look. “Who are your parents, dears?” “You wouldn’t know them,” Jennifer said. “They’re extras for the play.” “Oh.” Instantly the woman seemed to lose all interest. “Well, come in. I think your friends had better wait outside.” Allandra felt Ichiro stiffen. She put a warning hand on his arm. Ichiro brushed it off but stayed still. Jennifer didn’t show any sign of getting angry. “They’re my friends. Can you let them in, please?”

~ Jennifer’s mother sighed. “Oh, very well, but make sure they don’t leave the hall.” She stepped back and the four of them came in. “You know, Jenny darling, you really should be a little more selective.” The front hall was wide and empty. A few old pieces of furniture were on the floor, but there were no carpets. On the walls were light squares of paint that puzzled Allandra until she realised that they marked where pictures had hung until recently. A man was coming down the main staircase. He was thin and scraggly-looking, with deeply sunken eyes. His hair was woven into long, untidy braids that swung as he moved. “Who are they?” he demanded, pointing at Allandra and Ichiro. “These are my—” Jennifer began. “Are their families worth more than seven figures?” “No.” “Then don’t bring them here. We’ve got enough problems without you treating this place like it’s your clubhouse.” Now that they were closer, Allandra could see that both were older than they looked. Although both of them dressed and walked like people in their late twenties, there were grey roots peeking out from under the man’s brown hair, and Jennifer’s mother had wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Allandra could see something of Jennifer’s features in both of them — the woman’s blue eyes and the man’s thin energy. But

Jennifer’s blank expression showed no feeling at all. Were they really her parents? “Dad, about the trip you’re taking,” Jennifer began. “I’d like to stay here in England. I can come and visit for holidays, and—” “Don’t be ridiculous,” Jennifer’s father replied. “But you’re only going to be in France. The Eurostar can take me there in—” He stared. “France? What are you talking about?” “Jenny darling, the plans have changed,” Jennifer’s mother said. “We’re going to Venezuela.” Jennifer looked at her parents, open-mouthed. “Venezuela?” “You’ll have a wonderful time, dear,” her mother said. “It’s got a lovely climate, nothing but sun.” “But when are we coming back here?” “Not for a long time, I hope,” Jennifer’s father said. “T’ve had it with this country.”

. “But you said—” Jennifer began. “Don’t worry, Jenny dear, there’ll be plenty to do,” Jennifer’s mother said. “’m sure we can find some drama stylists.” “But I want to stay here!” “What, at the Academy?” her father said. “A change’ll do you good.” Allandra looked at Jennifer in puzzlement. The Academy? “Anyway, it’s all settled. We leave in January. Don’t

go spreading it around, either. Where was that note?” He left the hall. “I’m not going to Venezuela!” Jennifer said loudly. “Yes, dear, I know,” her mother said with a vague smile. “You’ll have a wonderful time, I promise. Will you be staying at home now?” “What about my friends? My school? My whole life is here in England! I don’t want to just pack up and go to the middle of nowhere!” Jennifer’s calm had broken completely now. — “Oh, you’ll get used to it, Jenny darling. It’s all for the best. Now are you—” “T’m not staying here!” “Now, Jenny dear, don’t be spiteful. It’s a very ugly trait.” “Did you even think about me for one second?” Jennifer demanded. “You didn’t even ask me! I don’t want to go to Venezuela! I’m happy here!” “Oh, it’ll all work out for the best, Jenny dear, you’ll see,” her mother said vaguely. “Now your friends had really better leave. Valerie and Helen are coming around quite soon. They are looking forward to seeing you again.” Jennifer turned and stormed out, slamming the door behind her. “Come back in a few days, dear,” her mother called after her, then blinked at Christopher, Allandra and Ichiro. “Oh yes, Chris and. .. what were your names? Hadn’t you better go?”

“My name is—” Allandra began. ; “Come on, Anna. Time to go.” Christopher pushed Allandra towards the door. “Goodbye, Mrs Cass.” “Goodbye, dear.” Christopher opened the door and they were outside. Allandra walked down the steps, disoriented. Things hadn’t gone the way she’d planned. Ignis, Shiro and Hiroshi were down the street. Jennifer was already past them. Allandra started running after her. Shiro fell in by her side as she passed, keeping pace easily. “I take it things didn’t go very well.” “Understatement of the year,” Allandra muttered. “Jen, wait up!” They caught up with Jennifer on the street corner. Christopher put his hand on her arm. Jennifer shook him off. “OK, so we come up with a new plan,” Christopher said, when Jennifer didn’t speak. “We’ll think of something.” “Jen, are you OK?” Ally asked. “Why Venezuela?” Ichiro asked. “Tl’m confused,” Hiroshi said plaintively. “Would someone tell me what’s going on?” Jennifer stared down at the pavement in silence. “Let’s go to my house,” Christopher said eventually. “I told my family I’d be there for dinner tonight.” “Should we come uninvited?” Ichiro asked.

“Actually, my family said they’d like to meet you.” Christopher glanced at Jennifer. “Ill explain on the way.^39

Christopher’s house was out in the suburbs. The seven of them found an Underground train that would take them there, and settled down for a long journey. Allandra tried to talk to Jennifer, but Jennifer was silent and unresponsive. Eventually, Allandra gave up and moved along to where Ignis, Shiro, Christopher and Hiroshi were sitting. Ichiro stayed next to Jennifer. Allandra couldn’t imagine what the two would have to talk about. “All right, Chris,” Ignis said. “You’ve been holding out on us long enough. Why didn’t you want Ally to say anything about Rokkaku? And what’s this about a play and an academy?” “I’d better start from the beginning,” Christopher said. “I met Jennifer when I was nine, in primary school. We got to be friends, but she’d never tell me anything about her family. Then there was the business with the school play, and … well, after that it wasn’t a secret any more. After that Jennifer started coming around to my house, and finally she started telling me things. “It turned out that she’d been at a special school for child actors. Her parents wanted her to be an actress, but Jen caused so much trouble that she was kicked
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out. She ended up in my school until they could decide — what to do. They never did sort it out, so Jennifer stayed there for two years. In our last year at school, Jennifer found out about Rokkaku.” | “How?” Allandra asked. “A gymnastics competition. I’ll tell you about it later. Anyway, she told me, and we applied. We both got in, and Jennifer even got a scholarship. We both knew we wanted to go there, but we knew there was no way Jen’s parents would ever say yes. They wanted her to go to a performing academy. They’d never have let her go to a normal secondary school, much less a ninjutsu one.” “How did you get them to change their mind?” Allandra asked. “We didn’t. Jennifer’s parents think that we’re both going to the Josephine Edwards Performing Arts Academy in Scotland.” All of them looked at Christopher for a long moment. “Are you serious?” Shiro asked. “We faked it. Interviews, letters, someone to call Jennifer’s house and tell her parents. Then we had to fake some more documents. Then we went to Rokkaku. And we met you guys a few weeks later.” Allandra stared at Christopher. “You mean all this has been going on for two years?” Christopher nodded. “All the time. I did want to tell you, but Jennifer kept putting it off — she doesn’t

like anyone else finding out about her family.” “How could you keep it secret this long?” Shiro asked. “We had to get lots of people in on it. Jennifer had an old friend from her acting school who really was going to Josephine Edwards, so she’s been helping us from that end. And all of my family have helped, too. That’s how we handled calls. We set up a phone number that forwarded to my house, so that if Jennifer’s parents ever rang, one of my family would answer it and pretend to be the Academy. I set up a domain and email address. Jennifer called and wrote pretend letters back home, and once in a while, we’d go down to London to keep up the show. It was scary, but it was exciting too. Trying to guess in advance all the ways in which they might find out, and making sure they didn’t. Thing is, Jennifer’s parents are usually so busy with their own stuff that they didn’t check on her much. They’re not even in the country most of the year.” Christopher sighed. “Everything was going great until that letter arrived.” Allandra stared at Christopher. For two years now she’d been living, sleeping and working by Jennifer’s side. Jennifer was her best friend — she’d thought that she had known everything about her. And all this time. 4 iaaueaaelaks Ignis said, shaking his head. “Where is Venezuela?”

“It’s in South America, just south of the Caribbean Sea,” Christopher said. | The four of them stared at him. “What?” Christopher asked. “Chris, how the hell do you know this stuff?” Ignis asked. “Do you read the encyclopaedia before going to bed each night or something?” “No, I don’t,” Christopher answered with eto “Venezuela’s on the Risk board. Below Central America and above Brazil and Chile.” The train had reached their stop. As they got off, Allandra glanced behind her to see that Ichiro and Jennifer were following, still talking. “We might still be able to figure something out,” Christopher said, thinking aloud. “Maybe we could convince them that it’d be bad for Jen’s education .. .” “Would they let Jen stay on the other side of the world, though?” Ignis asked. Christopher made a face. Allandra knew that expres- sion meant that Christopher thought that the answer was no, and that he couldn’t think of a better idea. It worried Allandra. If Christopher couldn’t think of anything, it meant things were bad. The sun had set while they were underground. Christopher led them down several wide, dark streets and knocked on a door. The girl who opened the door was beautiful enough to make Allandra stop and stare. She was tall and

willowy, with Christopher’s pale bronze skin, hazel eyes in a heart-shaped face, and long dark hair that fell nearly to her waist. She wore a red blouse and a long, dark purple skirt that made a soft whisk-whisk as she moved. Her age was impossible to tell; she could have been seventeen. As she saw Christopher her eyes went wide. “Noo!” She caught Christopher up in her arms. “You’re back! We missed you!” Christopher hugged the girl back. “Hey, Phai. I missed you, too. Everyone,” he let go of the girl with one arm, “this is my sister, Phailin.” Phailin smiled at them. “Pleased to meet you. Come in, please. We’ve all been waiting.” She stepped into the house and Shiro and Ichiro walked in to bow and greet her. Ignis didn’t move. Allandra elbowed him. “Stop staring.” “Huh? What?” Ignis looked down at her. “I wasn’t staring.” : “Ig,” Allandra said levelly. “Your mouth was open. You looked like a fish.” Ignis closed his mouth. “No I didn’t.” “Excuse me?” The two of them started. All of the others had gone in and Phailin was smiling at them. “You’re Allandra and Ignis, aren’t you? Is there something wrong?” “Oh. No,” Ignis said hurriedly. They stepped inside

and Ignis bowed awkwardly. “It’s nice to meet you.”. “And you as well.” Phailin pointed to a door along the hall. “If you’d like to use the bathroom, it’s just there. We’re all in the room at the end of the hall, when youre finished.” “Uh, thank you. I’ll see you there.” Phailin glided away down the corridor. Ignis stared after her. “Oh, thank you, Phailin,’ Allandra mimicked in a high-pitched voice once Phailin was out of earshot. “I’ll see you there.” Ignis glared at her. “Shut up.” Allandra shook her head. “You never pay me that much attention.” She walked into the bathroom and leaned out to throw a parting shot. “And wipe your chin. You’re drooling.” She closed the door before Ignis could answer.

When they had washed, they followed the sound of voices down the hall to the door at the end. Allandra opened the door to see a swarm of people. The dining room was big and long, and it was filled with children and adults. Phailin started introducing them, talking over the background conversation, and Christopher joined in to help. As they pointed people out one after another, Allandra realised that her first rough count of about

fourteen had been exaggerated. There were actually five: Christopher’s older sister Phailin, his younger sister Petra, his younger brother Aran, his mother, his father, and two cats, one winding its way between everyone’s legs, purring, and a second sitting on the china cabinet, looking benevolently down upon them through half-closed eyes. Allandra saw Jennifer up at the head of the table, next to Christopher’s father. She moved around Ichiro and stepped over the cat to get closer. “’.. and we didn’t hear anything about it until now,” Jennifer was saying. “I don’t even know where this Venezuela thing came from.” “Venezuela,” Christopher’s father replied. “Hmm, hmm. That is interesting.” He looked up towards his wife. “The creditors — was denkst Du, Solada?” “Ich stimme zu,” she replied. “It looks as though they’ve pushed their luck too far.” She looked across the room to Christopher. “Song,” she called. Christo- pher looked up and Solada asked him something in a language Allandra had never heard before. “Twelve,” Christopher answered, “including me and you. Is that OK, Mum?” Solada nodded. “That’ll be fine, Chris. Nueng,” she said to Phailin, who had appeared next to her, and added something else in the strange language. Phailin answered back in kind, and the two of them went next door. Allandra guessed they were talking in Thai.

“Why Venezuela?” Petra asked. “I thought your parents liked modern cities, Jen. Venezuela’s not very | modern, is it?” “No, that’s right, Pet,” Christopher’s father replied. “I suspect that they aren’t planning to stay there for long. Just long enough to make sure they aren’t followed.” “Is it that bad?” Jennifer asked. “Your evidence suggests so, little Jen. Ah,” he said, looking up, “you must be Allandra.” He got up and shook hands. Christopher’s father was a strongly built man with greying hair and a beard, still vigorous despite his age. “I am Otto Lichtermann, and here is my daughter Petra. Welcome.” “Thank you,” Allandra said. “Um — you know about Jennifer’s family?” Mr Lichtermann laughed. “Oh, yes. Ever since Chris first brought her home with him all those years ago.” He patted Jennifer on the head, who smiled. “In fact,” he continued, “we’ve been the co-conspirators. Answering phone calls and pretending to be a drama school. My son set up the technical side of it. Once you get to my age, you grow less interested in technology.” Petra sighed. “Jen just told us that it’s over. It’s a shame, I liked pretending to be the secretary.” She drew herself up, changed her voice, and mimicked speaking into a telephone. “Josephine Edwards Academy, how can I help you?”

“I don’t know what to do now,” Jennifer said. “I can’t stop them from going…” Mr Lichtermann patted her. “Cheer up, little Jen. You’ll think of something — you always do.” Jennifer half smiled. “I guess.” People came and went, and the conversations started to settle down into groups. Mr Lichtermann was discussing the Japanese economy with Ichiro and Hiroshi. At the other end of the table, Aran had pestered Ignis into telling him stories of the Hunts in Rokkaku. From the look on Ignis’s face, he seemed to be well into the story, while Aran was sitting and listening with his eyes wide open. Next to the shelves, Petra and Jennifer were sitting next to each other. Petra seemed to be telling Jennifer some funny story that had happened to her, and Jennifer was laughing. Allandra wanted to go and join them, but felt unsure. Would they prefer to be on their own? It had shaken Allandra to realise how little she really knew about Jennifer. She’d always known that Jennifer had some secrets, but now, watching her with Christopher’s family, it felt as though she knew nothing about her at all. Maybe Petra and Phailin and Mr Lichtermann knew Jennifer better than Allandra did. After all, they’d known her longer. Maybe Jennifer’s real best friends were here? Around her, Christopher and Phailin were talking about their schools. Christopher was saying something

complicated about the educational philosophy of their new school as compared to Rokkaku, and Phailin | was suggesting some other way to look at it. Shiro was watching, occasionally putting in a word. Every now and then Christopher would become excited and switch into German, and Phailin would gently remind him to stick to English. Through the door to the kitchen she saw Christopher’s mother busy pre- paring food. Allandra slipped off her chair and left Christopher and Phailin to talk. Shiro glanced after her but didn’t follow. Christopher’s mother was chopping lettuce on a carving board. She looked up as Allandra came in. “Hello, Allandra. Do you need anything?” “Oh, no.” Allandra hesitated. “Actually, I just wanted to ask if you needed any help, Mrs Lichtermann.” She smiled. “That’s very good of you. But call me Solada, please.” Solada Lichtermann was a small woman with dark Thai skin. There was a sense of gentleness from her that made Allandra feel at home. “There’ll be no trouble. Christopher rang yesterday and told me how many you would be.” “Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?” Allandra asked. “Well, if you do want to help, it would be very useful if you could cut the vegetables. There’s another knife in the drawer there, and a board beside the oven.”

Allandra got the knife and board, took a carrot and started cutting it. There was something fun about getting the slices to fall with exactly the right thickness. “I don’t really know anything about cooking,” she confessed. “Back at home we’d never have anything but fast food and microwave meals. Now Shiro and Ignis and the others think I can be the cook for some reason.” “Well, if you’d like, I can teach you. Each time you visit here, I’ll teach you to make one dish, then you can practise once you get home.” “Really?” “Of course. Fast food isn’t good for you, and it isn’t good for keeping people together, either.” Allandra chopped vegetables in silence for a few minutes. “What did you mean before, about Jennifer’s parents pushing their luck too far?” she asked. “Ah,” Solada said. “That’s a long story. Did you just come from meeting Jennifer’s parents?” “Yes,” Allandra said, hesitating. “They were a bite” “Unpleasant?” Solada asked with a smile. “Something like that. They didn’t even seem to notice me.” “You aren’t rich, famous or influential, so you don’t matter to them. Now you can see what Jennifer’s childhood was like.” “That was why she tried to stop me from coming?

Just so I wouldn’t see that?” Allandra shook her head. _ “It doesn’t make any sense.” No family could be as bad as hers; Allandra was quite sure of that. Solada laughed. “You sound like Christopher when he was young. Always wanting things to make sense.” Solada emptied the chopped lettuce into a bowl and began cutting peppers. “Unlike you and your brothers, Jennifer is an only child. She’s a girl who needs company, but her parents have made it terribly hard for her to make friends. Just imagine if you’d only known Jennifer a little while and you met her parents as you did today. You’d think twice before coming back, wouldn’t you?” “I guess,” said Allandra slowly. Because of Vargas, it had been almost impossible for her to ever make any real friends from her school or street. But she’d always had Michael and Ignis. She tried to imagine what it would have been like to be on her own. If she went outside to try and make friends, she’d always be scared of what would happen when her friends and family met … Allandra paused. “Oh.” Solada nodded. “Jennifer is ashamed of her family. She doesn’t want her friends to see them. Up until now, she’s managed things by putting up a wall between her family and everyone else she knows. It took months for her to open up to us.” “So …” Allandra hesitated. “Is it OK for you to tell me?”

Solada smiled. “If you left it to Jennifer, she would probably take months to do it. But Jennifer hasn’t learned yet that keeping these kinds of secrets locked up inside is bad for her. So I think it’s best if I explain things to you. “Jennifer’s parents used to be in the film business. Her father used to be a writer-director, and her mother is an actress. Her father went in for avant-garde productions, and he was quite successful. For a while the two of them were on the guest list for every party in London. They bought that house in Mayfair, and a little afterwards Jennifer was born. Her mother _ stopped acting and became a full-time celebrity. They were the most fashionable.couple in town.” “What happened?” Allandra asked. “Fashions changed. The entertainment people decided that Mr Cass’s style was over, the reviewers and middlemen moved on, and suddenly Jennifer’s father couldn’t get a film out for love nor money. I think if he’d packed it in at that point, he would still have been rich enough to live comfortably. But he couldn’t do it, and his wife couldn’t, either. They loved the glamour too much. Mr Cass kept on trying to sell his films, and when he couldn’t do that he financed them himself, and of course they were all flops. And his wife had been out of work for so long that she had trouble getting back into acting. And they kept on throwing the same parties, and holding

the same events, and doing everything first class.” _ “So now they’ve run out of money?” “Oh, they ran out of money years ago. Ever since you’ve known Jennifer, her parents have been living on credit. It was easy for them at first, since two celebrities with a house in Mayfair don’t get their cheques refused. But over the last six months, I’ve heard that their creditors are getting nasty. Collection agents at the door and threats in the mail. It’s become so bad that they’ve started leaving the country for months at -a time. “And now it looks as though they’ve reached the end of the line. They can’t get any more money and their house is going to be repossessed. So they’re going to pack up in secret and vanish overnight to Venezuela. And there I expect they’ll take new names and look around for a country to settle down in.” ’Does Jennifer know that’s what they’re going to do?” Allandra asked. “I’m sure Otto will have told her. We’ve talked about this a lot amongst ourselves. We’re all very fond of Jennifer.” Allandra was silent a minute. “You’ve all known Jennifer a long time, haven’t you?” “Years and years.” Solada glanced down at Allandra. “Jennifer talks a lot about you, you know. Ever since that first term at Rokkaku when the two of you met.”

Allandra looked up. “Really?” “Oh, yes. We’ve all heard all sorts of stories about you. Ichiro too, and your brother and Shiro as well, but it’s mostly you she talks about. Your friendship means a lot to her.” “Oh.” Allandra stood and thought. Solada finished the last pepper. “There. Now we need to put the meat on.” Allandra helped her take out the saucepans. “It’s funny. Christopher told me your hair was blonde.” Allandra brushed it back self-consciously. “Yeah, [had to dye it. I hate how it looks like this.” “Oh, I don’t know.” Solada gave Allandra a quick look up and down. “If you grew it a little longer and combed it straight, it could look very striking. You’re a very pretty girl, did you know that? You should make the most of it.” “Uh, thanks.” “I suppose you were trying to make yourself harder to recognise by Vargas’s men?” Allandra started. “Does Christopher tell you everything?” Solada smiled. “More or less. Our family does tend to work that way. We often don’t see each other for a while, but when we do we all tell our stories. I expect it must seem strange to you, but you shouldn’t worry. All of us know not to spread it around.”

“So … you know all about it?” Allandra asked cautiously.. “About your father and his business? And that expedition by Ignis and Christopher and your friends to get you out of Hampstead? Yes. I hope you’ll take precautions now that you’re here.” “We will. Anyway, we’re not going to be here long, and it’s a big city.” Allandra spoke with more confidence than she felt. “Allandra, can I ask you a favour?” Allandra looked at Solada in surprise. “Um, sure. What is it?” “It’s about Christopher.” Solada continued her work, chopping the beef into thumbnail-sized pieces, but Allandra thought she looked somehow a little more worried. “I’d … like it if you could find a way to keep him safe.” “You mean …? “Christopher had a bad time at the primary school he went to. He was clever, and spoke with a strange. accent, and — oh, the usual reasons, but he was bullied by the other children. Having Jennifer around helped, but he still grabbed at the chance of going to Rokkaku once Jennifer told him about it. And he’s been happy there, I think. But part of the reason that he went was because he thought he was a bookworm and a weak- ling, and he wanted to become strong.” Solada sighed. “That’s the trouble with boys. It’s not enough for them
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just to be what they are. They always have to become something. And I have a feeling that in helping Ignis rescue you last year, and in coming with you now, Chris is trying to … well, prove himself somehow.” “Oh,” Allandra said. So that was why the new school had pushed Christopher’s buttons. “TI can’t ask Christopher to stay out of trouble. Oh, he’d do it, if Phailin and I and his father all told him to, but he wouldn’t be happy. But if things start to happen again with Vargas and your family … do you think you could keep Christopher out of it? I don’t want him hurt.” Allandra stopped dead. This was something she’d never thought of. “Um,” she said, eventually. “I … well, I’ll try. It’s just that I can’t really …” “It’s not under your control. I know. And it isn’t really fair for me to ask this of you. But I do worry about Chris.” Solada straightened up. “Now, why don’t you call Phailin in here and we’ll get ready to eat?” Allandra was quiet throughout the meal as she thought about what Solada had said. Always in the past, it had been them in danger — her and Michael and Ignis. Many times, she’d been afraid for her own life, wondering if this was the time that she was going to be badly hurt or killed. She’d thought about what might happen if she died, leaving Michael and Ignis alone, and she’d worried endlessly about her brothers. But if it

was a friend of hers, whom she’d brought into it … Allandra shied away from the idea. That was even more ~ horrible. Her friends were only in this because of her. A very frightening thought came to Allandra. As long as this war between them and Vargas continued, anyone near to Ailandra and Ignis was at risk. Did this mean that the two of them were destined to bring danger to everyone they knew? Allandra looked at all the people around her, laughing and talking, and felt


	something cold inside her stomach. Would they all be better off if she wasn’t here? The meal broke up and Allandra, lost in her thoughts, stayed where she was. She didn’t hear her name being called. Only when the other girl sat down right in front of her did Allandra wake up suddenly. “Oh, you are listening! What were you thinking about?” Allandra saw a quick, wiry girl with bright eyes, looking cheerfully at her. “Nothing.” “Tm Petra, Chris’s sister. ’m going to Rokkaku next year. At least I want to. It sounds a lot of fun, but Chris says it’s difficult, isn’t it? You must be Allandra. Ignis is your brother, isn’t he? He’s very good-looking. Does he have a girlfriend?” Allandra blinked. “Um, I don’t think so.” “Qh, good. See you later!” Petra disappeared into the hall. Allandra stared after her for a minute, shook her head, and went out of the back door.



Outside in the small garden, Allandra relaxed a little. The dark shapes of houses loomed up all around, but the branches of a tree were overhead and there was grass under her feet. She closed her eyes and took in a long breath. The air was filled with the smell of rain on grass. For a moment, Allandra could pretend that she was back in Rokkaku. , “Ally?” Allandra turned. The light from the kitchen windows left the figure in:the doorway in shadow, but Allandra knew the voice. “Jen? What are you doing out here?” “Did Solada tell you … about my mother and father?”. Allandra hesitated. “Yes.” Jennifer was silent. “Is that OK?” Allandra asked eventually. “I didn’t mean to butt in. I mean, if you don’t want me to know…” “No.” Jennifer’s voice was subdued. “I should have told you a long time ago. I’m sorry I’ve been so horrible to you the last week. All of you were doing this for me. I should have at least thanked you. So thanks for coming. And I’m sorry about how I acted.” Jennifer hesitated. “Is… it OK?” “Oh, Jen, of course it is!” Allandra took a step towards Jennifer, wanting her friend to believe her. “Ym not angry with you, and I don’t care what your family’s like. I just want you to be my friend.

When you wouldn’t talk to me, I was so miserable.” Jennifer sighed. “I know. I should have told you all years ago. But it was such a habit by then, you know? There was Christopher, and his family, and that was it. When I was back at my old school, no one wanted to come near me after they’d seen my parents. The only one who didn’t mind was Chris. So when I came to Rokkaku I thought it was a chance to leave it behind. I could have friends like everyone else. And then… that letter came, and you and Ichiro and the others decided to come and help me … All of you finding out about me was bad enough, but you and Ignis risking your life to sort out my problems … it was too much. I just wanted you to stay back in Rokkaku. That was why I was so horrible to you. I wanted you to get angry and stay away from me.” “Was that really why? Because you didn’t want any- thing to happen to me?” Jennifer nodded and Allandra laughed. “Oh, Jen, the whole reason I was coming here was because I didn’t want anything to happen to you! And didn’t you rescue me last time?” Jennifer blinked and smiled. “I guess I did. OK. Next time, when there’s something wrong, I’ll tell you about it.” Allandra laughed again. “That goes for me too. If I’d told you and Shiro about Vargas and Michael last year … OK. I promise too. From now on, we do things together.”

Jennifer wiped her eyes and threw her arms around Allandra. Allandra hugged her back in pure happiness. The last hour of the evening flew past and it was time for them to go home. Allandra said goodbye to all the Lichtermanns, especially to Solada, and they left to catch a train back into London. Allandra sat next to Jennifer throughout the journey, and they talked about what they would do next. Allandra felt happy and at peace. It didn’t matter how many troubles there were ahead: she had her best friend back, and they’d solve them together. “Feeling better?” Shiro asked quietly as they walked back from the Underground station to their house. Allandra nodded with a smile. “Well,” Shiro said, “now we know why Christopher and Jennifer are the way they are.” Allandra laughed. “One day you’re going to have to tell me about your real family.” Shiro smiled. “One day.” They entered their new home and Shiro closed the door behind them.
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TEETHING TROUBLES

The seven of them were on their way to their second day at Waybury. “,.. 80 after that I started hanging around at Chris’s house as much as I could,” Jennifer said. “Mum made trouble over it to begin with because she didn’t think Chris’s family were important enough, but she eventually stopped hassling me about it as long as I showed up for parties. And about a year after that they started trying to get me into one of the acting schools, so.:.” It looked to Ignis as though Jennifer was making up for lost time. After being silent for so long after her fight with Ally, she was now talking non-stop. Ever since last night, she had been filling Allandra in on what felt like her whole life story. “.. and it was at that competition that I met Yarnya. She was the one who told me about Rokkaku.” “Yarnya did?” Allandra asked in surprise. “Uh-huh. She told me where to go for the interview and test, and she helped me with the scholarship, too.

’I know she doesn’t look it, but she’s really kind. She’s helped me lots of times.” Ignis thought of Yarnya Vavreniuk, the Rokkaku gymnastics teacher. A compact blonde woman with an unsmiling appearance, the Ukrainian teacher was one of the strictest in Rokkaku. He hadn’t known she had a soft side. “Anyway, that was when my mother decided I’d be going to Josephine Edwards. So I told Chris about it, ands : Ignis slowed down his pace and allowed Allandra and Jennifer to get ahead of him. Shiro fell in beside him with a grin. “Had enough?” “First she won’t talk, now she won’t shut up,” Ignis complained. “The trouble with Jen is she’s got no setting in between ‘off and ‘high’.” Shiro laughed. “It’s the first real fight they’ve had in two years. They’re getting used to being friends again. Did you have a good time last night?” “T guess.” Shiro looked at him in surprise. “I thought you had fun. Every time I looked you were talking with the girls.” “T did have fun.” Ignis was silent for a minute. “I like Chris’s parents. And I like his brother, and I like his sisters. I can see why Jennifer hangs around there.” Ignis turned to look at his friend. “Shiro, why does it turn out this way? Christopher gets a perfect family

who all love him. Ally and I get a mother who we don’t even know is alive or dead and a psycho father who’s — trying to hunt us down. Why are things so good for him and so bad for us?” Shiro looked up at the sky. “That’s too big a question for a Tuesday morning, Ig.” Ignis brooded. “It’s not fair. Why does he get every- thing that I’d ever want?” “So you’re saying you want to be him?” “Huh? Well …” Ignis hesitated. “Not really, I guess. I just wish my family was like his.” “If your family was just like his, you’d be different. People aren’t like computers. You can’t change one part and keep the rest the same. Chris has his family and his past and his nature, so he’s Chris. You have yours, so you’re you. Is that fair? Unfair? I don’t know. I don’t think it makes sense to ask.” “But he has everything Ally and I didn’t have. And Michael too. If we’d—” “You know those friends of yours that you met yesterday? Arthur and Jason? They probably wish


	their lives were like yours.” “What?” Ignis was taken aback. “No they don’t.” “Ig, I saw the way they treated you. They think you’re cool. They’d love to trade places.” “Then they’re nuts. Come on, I’ve got Vargas to worry about. I’m probably not even going to live to twenty. The only reason they think my life is so great



99 is because they’ve never tried it for themselves … Ignis trailed off. “And that would make them different from you and Christopher how?” Shiro asked. “All right, all right! I get it.” Ignis glared at Shiro. “You’re really annoying sometimes, Shiro. Don’t you ever get envious of anyone?” “I used to. When I first went to Japan I hated it. I spent all my time feeling sorry for myself. I saw all the Japanese boys and wished I could have a good time like them. Then I started training, and I made friends, and you know what? I found out they had worries and unhappy times too, just like me.” Shiro paused. “I suppose if I think about Chris’s family too long, I do get a little bit depressed. I’d like to have what he’s had, too. But it’s more of a wistful feeling.” Ignis threw up his hands. “I give up.” As they entered the school yard, Ignis noticed a steady flow of students converging on the bigger of the school buildings. Seeing Arthur go past, he waved. “Hey, Art. What’s going on?” “Assembly,” Arthur said. “Everyone’s gotta go.” They followed Arthur into the concrete-and-glass building and into a huge hall. Most of the school was already there, and there were a dozen or so teachers standing at the edges in positions that made Ignis think of prison guards. They found seats and settled down. A woman with frizzy brown hair climbed the stage

at the front of the hall and walked to a reading stand. This, Ignis guessed, was Penelope Sloane, the head- — mistress. She shuffled some papers on the reading stand and the murmur of conversation died slowly away. She stood a few seconds longer, looking around at the hall full of children, before beginning. “Just this weekend, one of my friends from the Council was talking to me. She asked me, ‘Penny, what do you think makes a school special?’ Well, I thought about that for a long time. Just what is it that makes a school a truly successful one? What makes it the kind of place which you would have faith in to build your children’s future? “Well, I thought and I thought. And in the end, the answer that I kept coming back to was community. You could answer with excellence, inclusion, oppor- tunity, and so many other things, but really a sense of community is the heart of it all. A strong, caring community that nurtures children, allowing them to fulfil their potential. “It’s through our school’s community that we can be as successfully inclusive as we are. As you all know, there are more than fifty languages spoken in this school. Just think of what that means! All around you are children from more than fifty different countries, all with their own different cultures and diversities. Yet here in this school, all those different cultures flourish to create a truly inclusive, multicultural society. And

it’s through our sense of community that this comes about. “The Bible teaches us to love our neighbour as we love ourselves. Now, of course I don’t mean to be insensitive in any way to those of all of us who aren’t Christians. But I truly believe that all of us can learn from this saying. Love your neighbour as you love yourself. Accept her in a spirit of love and tolerance, and avoid the dangers of violence. And through this we can build our community …” Ignis looked around. Most of the children were ‘staring blankly at the headmistress. Others were trying to whisper to each other. The teachers standing around the hall were looking at the children, not the stage. Penelope Sloane talked ‘on. Ignis leaned closer to Allandra and whispered in Japanese. “Js she serious?” “Looks like it,” Allandra whispered back. “.. back then, of course, the answer they would have given was ‘academic success’. But their definitions of academic success, as we know now, were narrow and elitist ones. They tried to put arbitrary judgements upon thousands and thousands of children, and rejected any who didn’t come up to their standards. But nowadays we’ve gone beyond thinking such as that. We recognise that a school is first and foremost a community of equals. And it gives me great pride — yes, pride — to know that any child in this school can approach any other child and ask for their help in

the sure knowledge that they will be given it. It’s the work of all of you here that makes this school into the community it is, and I think you can all take real satisfaction in your success. It’s truly that spirit of inclusiveness that makes Waybury School what it is, not some definition of excellence. Not that we are lacking in excellence either, of course! I truly believe that if we continue, this school will become a shining beacon to the community around, demonstrating what can be achieved in a spirit of love and tolerance to everyone…” Ignis’s attention started to wander and he stared out of the window, catching the odd phrase as the headmistress carried on talking. “’.. everyone in difficult circumstances receives everything they need without stigma .. .” ““.. Justice in the true sense of the word, as the Bible says…” “ .. achieving the best possible start in life.. .” ““.. the courage to be ae “”.. love and understanding.. lavas s attention jumped Backes to the present as the bell rang and the children began to get to their feet. Ignis fell in next to Arthur as they moved towards the door. “Art,” Ignis began. “Do you get those assemblies

every week?” “Yeah, Tuesdays and Thursdays.”

“Don’t you guys find them a bit weird?” “Why?” “Because …” Ignis hesitated. “… nothing she says about this school is true.” “Oh, that.” Arthur shrugged. “It’s just the way things work around here. You get used to it. Coming to class?” “Tl catch you up.” Arthur departed. Ignis stood in the school yard, looking around. Outside the front gate, a few students had walked out to talk to a group of older boys hang- ing around. One of them had a bull terrier on a lead. They looked liké drug dealers. At the other end of the yard, three sixth-formers had surrounded a younger boy and seemed to be threatening him. Ignis shook his head and headed up for their classroom with Allandra.

“Tm afraid the two of you need to go and see the headmistress,” Miss Elsworth said as they walked in. Ignis stopped. “Huh? Why?” “They didn’t say. Sorry.” Miss Elsworth paused. “Anna, Paul, there hasn’t been any trouble for either of you since you’ve arrived, has there?” Ignis and Allandra looked at each other. “No,” Ignis said, turning back to her. “We’re fine,” Allandra said. “Are you sure? Please do tell me if there’s anything wrong.”

“No, we should be OK. But thanks,” Ignis said. “All right then. Come back to class as soon as you’re ~ ready.” They walked down the empty corridors and came to a reception area in front of the headmistress’s study. Shiro, Jennifer, Christopher, Ichiro and Hiroshi were waiting there. “You guys as well?” Allandra said. “Yes,” Shiro said in Japanese, tilting his head at the secretary sitting at a desk. “Have you got any idea why we’re here?” Ignis picked up the hint and replied in Japanese as well. “God knows. Can’t be anything good.” The secretary gave them an unfriendly look over the top of her glasses. “Go in, please.” The headmistress’s study had more colours than the rest of the school. The floor was carpeted, and paintings hung on the walls. Penelope Sloane was sitting at the centre of the room, behind a long desk. Her chair was positioned in front of the windows, so that the light from them fell all around her and Ignis had to squint a little to look at her. Penelope Sloane looked up as they came in. “Oh, yes. You’re the new students, aren’t you? Now let’s see.” Penelope Sloane picked up a piece of paper and scrutinised it. Now that Ignis could see her more closely, she looked to be in her forties, with a pinched mouth and a lot of make-up. Penelope Sloane put the paper down. “Now, I see you’re all from China—”

“Japan, sensei,” Ichiro said. “Yes, that’s right. Now, which one of you is … Naganori?” Shiro took a step forward. “Here.” “Naganori.” Penelope Sloane sat up and clasped her hands. “We’ve received a very serious complaint about you. A very serious one.” Shiro looked back at her. Penelope Sloane cleared her throat. “As I said, we’ve received a very serious complaint about you. We’ve received a report that yesterday in the playground, you were involved in a racist attack on another student heres? Shiro blinked. “What?” “One of the bystanders has said that they saw you make racist remarks to James Taylor, and then attack him.” Penelope Sloane looked severely at Shiro. “Now, Naganori, this kind of behaviour is simply not acceptable here.” “James?” Shiro stared. “They said J attacked him?” “Racist behaviour of any kind is absolutely not tolerated here in Waybury School. This is a community which respects diversity and difference, and intolerant behaviour like that is just not acceptable.” “Excuse me,” Shiro said. “I didn’t—” “It’s the very essence of our school that we show the utmost respect to other cultures. Now, you may think that these insults you call boys from other countries

are ‘clever’ or ‘funny’, but I must tell you, they are neither. They’re certainly not funny. It’s through ~ tolerance and understanding of difference that this school has become what it is, and…” “But I—” “… behaviour such as yours undermines the very core of our community here. Racial abuse or violence of any kind is absolutely against the spirit of this school. Maybe where you come from, this sort of behaviour is tolerated, but I assure you it is not accepted here. The cultures of —” “Just a minute!” Shiro said. “I didn’t attack James. He went for me! And IJ didn’t make any racist remarks. He was the one who—” Penelope Sloane held up a hand. “Naganori, I’m not interested in hearing who ‘started it’ or exactly who did what. You understand? I’m really not interested. What matters is that something like this doesn’t happen again.” “But I didn’t!” Shiro said, raising his voice. “Quiet, Naganori! Or else you’re in detention.” Shiro clenched his fists. With a visible effort he held silent. Allandra, who had been watching the exchange with mounting disbelief, spoke up. “It’s true! He didn’t do anything wrong!” “All of you. be quiet, please.” Penelope Sloane settled down and adjusted her place on her chair. “Now, I’ll just give you a warning for now, but if I

hear of anything like this happening again, all of you will be in very serious trouble. Do you understand?” Allandra opened her mouth, but Christopher cut in first. “Yes, miss.” “Yes, miss,” Jennifer added. She stepped on Ignis’s foot as he began to speak, giving him a look. “Good. I hope all of you keep in mind what we’ve discussed today. I’m sure that with time you’ll all fit in well to the community we have here. Don’t you think?” Again, Christopher spoke before anyone else could. “Yes, miss.” “Good. I’m glad we’ve had this little talk. Well, run along to your classes.”. ; They filed out of the study and the secretary’s office, and kept on walking until they were around a corner. As soon as they were out of sight, Shiro spun and slammed a palm strike into the wall with all his strength. There was a wham! and the wall shook slightly. A few flakes of paint came bouncing down. “I don’t believe this!” Shiro hissed. “T know!” Allandra said, indignant. “You didn’t do anything wrong, and—” “I defend myself and J’m the one who’s blamed?” Shiro’s face showed open fury. “In Japan I only had to fight off other boys. Now I’ve got the teachers against me, too.” Ignis watched with interest. He’d never seen Shiro lose his temper before.

Ichiro stepped up to Shiro’s side. “Not just against you,” he said. “They will also have us to deal with.” Shiro looked sideways at Ichiro, then let out a long breath and nodded. “Yes. You’re right.” He straight- ened up and they started walking again. “And why the hell did she call me a racist?” Shiro asked, still angry. “Where’d she get that from?” “Because the other kid was black,” Christopher said. “What’s that got to do with it? I didn’t take him down because he was black, I did it because he attacked me!” Christopher laughed. Shiro looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Is something funny, Chris?” : Jennifer grinned. “It really shows that you didn’t go to school in England, that’s all.” “Did you hear what she said at the beginning?” Hiroshi demanded. “She called us Chinese!” “Oh, she was probably just trying to be friendly,” Jennifer said. Ichiro frowned at her. “We are not Chinese.” “We know, Ichiro,” Allandra said. “Come on, Ig, our class is this way.” Ichiro refused to be mollified. “Japan and China are separated by thousands of years of tradition. Our cultures are utterly different in every way. Only some- one completely ignorant of both countries could…” Ignis and Allandra turned up the staircase and

Ichiro’s voice faded away behind them. Allandra frowned as they climbed the stairs. “Beatrice was asking about Shiro yesterday. Either it was her, or someone else she knows…” “What?” Ignis said. “Someone made up that story to get Shiro in trouble,” Allandra said. “I’m going to find out who it was.^29

The second day of lessons passed in much the same way as the first. Ignis learned nothing new, and spent most of his time with Arthur and the other boys. Ignis perked up a little at PE class, but his spirits dropped when he found that they weren’t allowed to use anything in the gym without supervision. The exercises and games were so far behind what they did at Rokkaku that he didn’t even break a sweat. By the afternoon, Ignis was going nearly crazy with boredom. “What’s up?” Arthur asked after Ignis had been fidgeting for a few hours. “There’s nothing to do,” Ignis said. “Hey, Art, is there anywhere near here where we could go to train? A park or something?” “Sure. Can we come too?” Ignis hesitated, but after all, he’d promised. “OK.” When the four o’clock bell rang, Ignis met the others at the main gate with Arthur. Allandra, Shiro and everyone else were feeling the same restlessness as

Ignis and agreed quickly to the plan. At Rokkaku they _ trained and exercised six days a week. While Ignis had been getting used to the strict routine there, he had often wished for more time off, but now that he had it, he found he couldn’t relax. They went home to change clothes, then Arthur, Sani and Chalky led them down a series of backstreets to a small park tucked in beside a council estate. There wasn’t much space, but the ground was soft and the grass had dried from the rain of yesterday. Ignis and the rest settled down to practise. They started with their usual warm-ups, then started working through the Kihon Happo, the eight forms that were the fundamentals of all other ninjutsu techniques. Arthur, Sani and Chalky were curious, and after half an hour of practise Ignis started showing them how to do them. The sun was setting in the west, streaking the sky in orange and red. Ignis looked across the park towards the council estate and paused, holding his gaze on what he saw there. “Hey, Art, can you practise with Chris a bit? P’ll be back in a sec.” Ignis walked over to Shiro. “You see them?” Shiro asked without looking up. Ignis nodded. In the shadows under the flats, half a dozen boys had gathered. Ignis thought he recognised one of them as James, the one who’d gone after Shiro yesterday.

“Do you know who they are?” Shiro asked. “Arthur told me. They’re the South Street gang.” Ignis glanced sideways at them; another one had appeared. “The older ones run the local drug market, these ones run the school. When they leave they go into dealing for themselves. Arthur and the others are scared of them.” “All right.” Shiro checked quickly on the positions of the others. “Tell everyone to stay close. Wait for them to make the first move.” The numbers of the South Street boys slowly grew as the sun set further. Ignis and the others carried on practising, ignoring them. Arthur, Sani and Chalky saw the boys and slowed down. “Paul, that’s—” Arthur began. “I know,” Ignis replied. “Relax.” Once there were about a dozen South Street boys gathered on the edge of the park, they began calling out at Ignis and the others. Ignis was trying to teach Arthur and Sani to roll, and he could see they were nervous. Being nervous made them make mistakes. Every time they fell, the South Street boys would laugh and jeer. After three failures in a row, Arthur got up, flushed. “Let’s go, OK?” Ignis shook his head. “Nope. We’re staying.” “What are you trying to do, pansies?” one of the boys called out at them. “Who taught you to do that, your grandmothers?”

Allandra straightened up, angry. “I’m getting sick of — this. Let’s go over there and—” “No,” Shiro said. “Why not?” Ailandra demanded. “Yes, why not?” Ichiro asked, his face dark. “I’m tired of being insulted.” “They’re trying to provoke you,” Shiro said. Alone out of all of them, he looked perfectly calm. “If you take the bait, you’re playing their game. We want to make them play ours.” The boys carried on calling out insults. When Ignis and the rest kept practising as though nothing was happening, the South Street gang started to edge out into the park. Ignis and the others kept to the centre. The South Street boys started walking towards them. “Now?” Ignis asked Shiro. Shiro straightened up. “Now.” Shiro, Ignis, Ichiro, Hiroshi, Christopher, Jennifer and Allandra formed a line and watched as the boys approached them. Ignis did a quick count. Sixteen. Most were his age, and a few were older. “Hey, why’d you stop, man?” one of the boys asked with a big grin. He was the biggest of the group, and had a nasty look. “We wanted to join in.” “That’s Dave,” Arthur whispered in Ignis’s ear. “He’s the boss. Listen, you sure—” “We’ll be fine,” Ignis whispered back. “You guys stay back.”

“Find your own place,” Shiro said coolly. “We’re busy.” “Or what? Oooh, you’ll do your Chinese kung fu on us!” Dave made a few flopping motions in the air with his hands and laughed. “I’m scared)” The other boys laughed too, but Ignis thought he could detect a nervous quality in some of them. Ignis grinned. These boys weren’t as tough as they were made out to be. “If one more person calls us Chinese,” Ichiro said tightly in Japanese, “J am going to lose my temper.” “Not yet, Ichiro,” Shiro replied. Ichiro stepped forward and stared at Dave with his raptor’s gaze. “We are from Japan, not from China. Show some respect or I will teach it to you.” “Ooh, the China boy’s angry!” “Ive lost my temper,” Ichiro said in Japanese, without taking his eyes off Dave. “Shiro, I am going to knock this fool off his feet and then take out the ones behind him.” “T’ll follow you,” Hiroshi said. Shiro shrugged. “Well, I suppose there’s no point in dragging it out. All right, Ally, go right with me. Ignis, go with Chris and Jen to the left. Watch each other’s backs. Everyone attack on Ichiro’s signal.” “What are you jabbering about?” Dave - asked. “Hey! I’m talking to you. You better not—” Ichiro glided forward with a drop step and slammed

both his palms into Dave’s chest. The bigger boy was | sent flying, hitting the two boys who had crowded in behind him to knock all three flat. Without stopping or slowing, Ichiro struck the next boy in the side of the head and tripped him. Ignis charged and battle was joined. | Ze’ev had explained the principles of group battles to Ignis after a training session last year. Like all of Ze’ev’s lessons, it had been short and to the point. “Most men in a battle don’t want to fight, they just want to be on the winning side. In a squad of ten you’ll have maybe two men who’ll fight. The other eight are looking for a bargain. They want to move in nice and safe while the other guy’s busy and get him in the back — or even better, kick him when he’s down. If things don’t go their way, they’ll leg it.” The boys they were facing now outnumbered them more than two to one, and most were bigger than them. But Ignis could already tell that they weren’t trained fighters, and — more importantly — they weren’t committed to battle. He didn’t plan to give them enough time to get that way. The first boy tried to back away as Ignis came for him. That made him an easy target. He managed to avoid the first two punches, but the third one caught him in the stomach. As the boy bent over, Ignis snapped his knee up into the boy’s face. Ignis spun to see two others. They had been

advancing towards him, but now had stopped to stare at their friend bleeding on the ground. Ignis moved in instantly. One of them managed to land a punch, but left himself open in the process. Ignis took the boy by his other arm and leg and threw him. A blow into the ribs finished him off. Ignis came to his feet to see the third boy backing away. Jennifer stepped in behind and cut his legs out from underneath him. He hit the ground hard. The fight was over. Half a dozen of the South Street boys were groaning on the grass; the rest were running, including their leader. They scattered away from the park, disappearing into the council estate. Christopher’s nose was bleeding, and Jennifer and Allandra had picked up a few scratches, but the seven of them were mostly unharmed. Ignis stretched, satisfied, as he walked back towards the others. “That was a good workout. We should do this more often.” “Speaking of doing this more often,” Christopher said, wiping blood from his nose, “I think we’d better get moving before anyone shows up to investigate.” “Good idea,” Shiro said. He had been checking the boys on the ground, and now straightened. “None of them needs an ambulance. Let’s make tracks.” “That was so cool!” Arthur nearly shouted as they walked quickly away.

“You guys are amazing! How’d you get so strong?” _ Chalky asked in excitement. Ignis grinned. “Training. Come on, we’d better split up. See you tomorrow.” They waved goodbye to the three boys and made their way cautiously back to their house. By the time Ignis got home the after-effects of the adrenaline rush had set in, leaving him tired and nauseous. He went down to the basement and helped Hiroshi in trying to sort out the water supply to the upstairs bathrooms. They managed to get the shower working, although only with cold water. Ignis showered, dried himself off, shivering, then went to his room to get his homework done. The work his teachers had set was easy, but still time- consuming. Ignis finished it as quickly as possible, then went down for dinner, which was hamburgers and chips made by Allandra. After eating, he went up to the attic with Shiro to carry on with the cleaning. By ten o’clock, the attic was dust-free enough to breathe. Shiro and Ignis took a break, and leaned out of the skylight window, looking out over the rooftops of London. Yellow lights filled the city like a swarm of twinkling fireflies, casting a glow into the sky that held back the stars. In the distance, the Canary Wharf tower rose above the city, its white double strobe flashing every two seconds.

“That was a nice fight,” Ignis said contentedly, resting his chin on his hands. “We did OK.” Shiro looked eT at Ignis. “Your taijutsu’s improved.” “Thanks,” Ignis said, pleasantly surprised. “Think they’ll be back for more?” “Probably. But if we act tomorrow, we should be able to call a truce.” Ignis grinned. “Why bother? If they want to take us on, let them keep coming.” Shiro shook his head. “Once you’ve been through this a few times you learn that kind of attitude is dumb. This fight was easy because we surprised them. The next time, they’ll be tougher, and the next time will be tougher still. But right now, they’re not thinking in terms of a campaign. They’re scared of us, and wondering what the hell they’ve got themselves into. Now’s the best time to stop it before it gets serious.” “Who cares if it does? They’re no match for us.” “What if they bring their older brothers, the drug dealers? What if they bring weapons? We’d be taking a real risk, and for what? Nothing. You shouldn’t fight without a good reason. Our goal’s supposed to be to survive for six weeks, not win a war.” Ignis yawned. “Oh well, I suppose you’re right. Like always. Funny thing, Vargas always said something like that: ‘Don’t fight unless the profit exceeds the pain’.”

“Since you brought it up…” “What?” “Do you think you can stay hidden while you’re here?” Ignis nodded. “I think so. The reason Vargas always used to find us before was that we never had anywhere to run to. He’d comb the shelters and the streets, and sooner or later somebody would spot us. But we’ve got a base here, and we’re hardly ever outdoors. He’s not looking for a couple of kids going to school. If we can’t hide here, we can’t hide anywhere outside of Rokkaku.” Shiro was silent for a moment. “Ignis, can I ask you a personal question?” Ignis looked at Shiro in surprise. “You? Asking something personal?” Ignis laughed. “Why start now?” “What happened to your mother?” Ignis stopped laughing. Shiro waited, then carried on slowly. “I don’t mean to pry. I know neither you or Ally mention it. But as long as your father is a threat to us, I’d like to know what we’re dealing with. If you don’t want to talk about it, I won’t—” “There’s nothing to talk about,” Ignis said. “She disappeared.” He stared out over London, watching the Canary Wharf strobe flash white and dark, white and dark. “When I was little. She and Vargas had arguments and fights. One night there was a big one,

the next morning she was gone. And that’s it. There’s nothing else to tell.” Shiro didn’t say anything. After a while, Ignis carried on, more slowly. “She was full of life. I remem- ber that. She always seemed more there than anyone else in the room. But after that night I never saw her again. Vargas got worse from then.” “Do you think … your father.. .?” Shiro asked. “Killed her? Buried her body like everyone else who’s ever got in his way? Yeah, I do.” Ignis put his head down, hunched his shoulders. “But in a way, that’s almost better. Because if he didn’t kill her … that means she left because she wanted to.” The two of them looked.out over the city for a while. “I don’t think I’ll ever know,” Ignis finally said. “The only one who knows the truth is Vargas. And he’d never tell me.” “There might be others,” Shiro said. “Oh, forget it.” Ignis straightened up. “It’s a stupid thing to worry about. I’m never going to see him again, so it’s not like it matters. ’m going to bed.” He went to the hatch and climbed down the ladder to the first floor. Shiro stayed up in the attic, looking down after Ignis. His face was troubled. He wasn’t anywhere near as confident as Ignis was that they could stay out of Vargas’s sight. Vargas worried Shiro, and when Shiro was worried, he prepared for the worst.

Shiro found Christopher downstairs, working on_ the fuse box. “Hey, Shiro,” he said, his voice muffled by the screwdriver he was holding in his mouth. “What’s up?” “Chris,” Shiro began, “remember that talk we had before leaving Rokkaku? I think we should start working on a few contingency plans…”
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SETTLING IN

“So what do you think’s going to go wrong today?” Christopher asked as they walked to school. “You always think everything’s going to go wrong,” Jennifer said. “Why can’t you be more optimistic?” “Just because I’m the only one who can see a pattern…” “We really want to talk to the South Street lot before classes start,” Shiro said. “The longer we leave them, the more time they’ll have to work themselves up.” “OK!” Jennifer said. “We send you and Ichiro in. Then we wait around for the dust to settle, and .. .” Shiro smiled. “I was the one they picked on two days ago and Ichiro was the one who floored their leader. I don’t think our presence will help.” Ichiro nodded. “Someone else will have to talk.” “Who?” Hiroshi said. “Ignis,” Shiro said. “Ignis,” Ichiro said. “Ignis,” Allandra and Jennifer said. Ignis had been daydreaming; now he woke up suddenly. “Huh? Why me?”

“Because you and Ally are the only ones who get on with the kids here, idiot,” Jennifer said cheerfully. : “And they aren’t going to listen to a girl,” Allandra added. “So that leaves you,” Jennifer said. Ignis sighed. “Oh, fine.” They rounded the last corner into the street that led down to the school. Ahead, to one side of the fence, Ignis saw a group of boys and a bull terrier that looked familiar. “OK, let’s get on with it,” Ignis said. “Come on, Hiroshi.” Hiroshi paused. “Uh … you want me to go too?” “I need someone to watch my back. You guys stay here and back us up if everything goes to hell.” Ignis grinned, grabbed Hiroshi’s arm and started walking. “Let’s have some fun.” “Wait a minute,” Hiroshi protested as he was ) dragged along, “I don’t think—” “Good. Just shut up and let me do the talking.” Ignis looked at the group they were heading towards. There were ten. He recognised six of them as members of the gang who had attacked them last night. Their leader, Dave, was one of them. The last four were a few years older, eighteen or nineteen or so, and looked a good deal tougher. They wore jeans and heavy jackets instead of school uniforms. The biggest one was holding a bull terrier on a lead.

“Ignis, those guys are—” Hiroshi began. “Street dealers. Weed, probably. Don’t sweat it, they’re small fry.” “Small fry?” “Compared to the ones I met at home, they are. OK, they’ve seen us. Game face on.” “Ignis, I don’t think this is a good idea! There are a lot of them, and—”. “And they’ll kill you if you look scared, so don’t.” “Hey, you!” Dave calléd out as they came closer. “You’re with those guys.” The drug dealer with the bull terrier squinted down at Dave. “These the ones you were telling us about, Dave?” Dave nodded. “Yeah! They—” “Hey, Dave!” Ignis said. He and Hiroshi stopped just in front of the others. “Nice going back there. We owe you one, man.” “You can’t—” Dave paused. “Huh?” “Spotting the police so early. You see,” Ignis said to the dealer, “we were just messing around with Dave and the other guys, when the cops showed up. We didn’t see them, so if Dave’s guys hadn’t caught on and faded, we would have been in deep trouble.” The drug dealer looked at him. “Messing around?” “Sure. Dave and the boys just wanted to make sure we knew this was their turf. So we had a little dust-up,

but nothing serious. You know,” Ignis said, addressing Dave again, “you guys are really something. You’re a | tough crowd! We’ve moved around a lot, but we’ve never met a posse as tough as you guys. Lucky we weren’t messing with you for real!” The dealer looked at Dave with a frown. “Wasn’t what you told me.” Dave hesitated. Suddenly, everyone was looking at him. “Well, we—” “This true?” the dealer asked. Dave looked at Ignis. Ignis didn’t change his friendly expression. “Well, yeah,” Dave said. “I guess.” “Hey, I’m glad you guys are around,” Ignis said. “We could learn a lot from you.” “Yeah,” Dave said, then with more assurance, “Yeah. You’d best not mess with us, man.” “Whatever,” the dealer said, irritated. He and the other dealers were visibly losing interest. “Beat it, kid. We’re working.” “Sure,” Ignis said with a nod to Dave. “Later.” He turned and left. Hiroshi had managed to keep his expression im- passive, but now as they turned away he hurried after Ignis in disbelief. “I can’t believe that worked.” “Of course it did. What did you think Dave was going to say in front of his big brother and all his friends? ’Yeah, we just got our butts handed to us

by some kids we outnumbered two to one’? This way he gets to save face.” “Oh.” Hiroshi paused. “I guess that makes sense.” He shook his head. “I’m glad you’re on our side.” Ignis and Hiroshi rejoined the others. “Well?” Ichiro asked. “It should be OK,” Ignis said. “Let’s go in round the side entrance.” As they walked he gave them a short recap. Christopher stared at him after he’d finished. “I can’t believe that worked.” “Do you think it’ll take?” Shiro asked. “Probably. Right now Dave’s going to find all the others and they’ll make up their minds about what really happened. If they decide they’re going to call it off, then they’ll stay away from us from now on. If they decide to push it, we’ll know when they try to beat us up again.” Ignis shrugged. “I think it’ll be © OK. You guys keep your heads down for a couple of days, and I’ll talk to Dave when I see him. We’ll see what happens.” They had barely got into the school before Arthur came hurrying after them. “Hey, Paul. Miss Elsworth wanted me to tell you that the headmistress wants to see you guys again.” Allandra rolled her eyes. “Not again? What is it this time?” “Let me guess,” Christopher said cynically. “She’s

received a report that we were involved in another. racist attack last night.”

“T’ve received a report that you were involved in another racist attack last night,” Penelope Sloane began. “TI don’t believe this,” Ignis muttered. “T’ve been informed that the seven of you assaulted a group of our students last night near Craymouth Estate. Now, as I told you all yesterday, we do not tolerate this kind of behaviour here. David, James and their friends have a right to study here in this community in peace without—” “Dave and James?” Allandra burst out. “We didn’t do anything to them. They went for us! And we didn’t—” “Anna!” Penelope Sloane snapped. “Be quiet, please. I’m not interested in excuses. This sort of behaviour is inexcusable.” “But—” Allandra began. “Ally, don’t,” Shiro said in Japanese. Allandra turned to him in outrage. “But yesterday you said the same thing!” “I know, and it didn’t work,” Shiro said. “I agree with you, but…” : “Excuse me,” Penelope Sloane said peevishly. “I’d appreciate it if you could listen.” “I’m sorry,” Shiro said. “It’s just that some of us

don’t speak English well, and we’re having trouble understanding you. I was just explaining to them what you said.” “Oh,” Penelope Sloane stopped. “Well then.. .” “Is that OK?” Shiro asked politely. “Well, of course.” “I speak perfect English,” Ichiro said stiffly in Japanese. “Better than most of the students here.” “We know, Ichiro,” Shiro said. “I can’t believe this woman,” Hiroshi said angrily. “There’s a gang dealing drugs outside her front gate and this is what she’s worried about?” “Look, I think we need to change tactics,” Christopher said. He had _been listening silently until now. “Telling the truth isn’t going to work.” “So what will?” Allandra asked. “Watch.” Christopher turned to Penelope Sloane and switched to English. “Um, I just explained to them what you were saying. What happened last night was that we met up with David and the others to play foot- ball. I think there might have been a misunderstanding … Since we couldn’t understand them very well. Some of what we said might have been taken the wrong way. I think the problem was bad communication. We haven’t been in England very long, and we’re not really used to how things work here…” “Oh, well,” Penelope Sloane’s manner changed, “of course. Of course, we make every effort to understand

the difficulties new immigrants such as all of you face. And we work very hard to help you fit into our — community here.” “I don’t want to fit into the community here,” Ichiro said. “If I ever thought I fitted into the community here I’d commit ritual suicide. This place is—” “Yes, that’s right,” Christopher said hurriedly. “In fact, we’ll go and meet David and the others and talk things out with them. I’m sure we’ll be able to, uh, be accepting of each other.” “Well, that’s splendid.” Penelope Sloane beamed at them. “I think you’re beginning to appreciate the spirit of our community. Do you think your friends all understand it?” “This place is a nightmare,” Ichiro said. “The chil- dren are ruled by thugs and the teachers by hypocrites.” “Yes, I think they understand it,” Christopher said. “Good, good. Well, try to make sure things go better from now on. And remember, if you have any problems, my door is always open.” They left. There was a few seconds of silence as they put some distance between them and the office. “Well, that was educational,” Shiro said. “You know,” Ignis said thoughtfully, “I never realised how useful foreign languages were.” “T know,” Allandra said. “But can you believe this? If those guys had got their way last night, we would have ended up in the hospital. We fight back — and

we’re the ones who get blamed! This place is really twisted.” “I guess this was the kind of thing Ze’ev wanted us to learn about,” Shiro said. “Well, what are we going to do?” “Tt’s not as hard as you think,” Christopher said. “I told you already, we came from a school like this. This is old stuff for us.” Allandra looked at Jennifer, who nodded. The seven of them stopped and looked around. There was no one in sight. “All right, Chris,” Shiro said. “Let’s hear it.” “You guys have been spoilt in Rokkaku,” Christopher said. “You’re used to telling the teachers the truth and being treated fairly. That’s not how it works out here. Honesty just gets you in trouble. Don’t tell them the truth, tell them what they want to hear.” “We shouldn’t become dishonest simply because the people who live here are dishonest too,” Ichiro objected. “I will not compromise myself.” Christopher sighed. “Then just keep your mouth shut. The only reason we got off so lightly is because I made us look more like victims.” “We’re not victims,” Hiroshi said in annoyance. “And if she figures that out, we’ll be in trouble. Look, meeting these people head-on isn’t going to work. We have to go around them. You guys have already dealt with the South Street lot. I can figure out

what to say to the headmistress. But we still need to find the go-between.” “What he means,” Jennifer said, “is that we should find whoever’s making up these stories and shut them up. Ally?” Allandra nodded, her eyes hard. “I think I know who it is. Jen, meet me at lunch break. We’ve got a job to do.”

“So? Who is it?” Jennifer asked as they walked across the school yard. “Her,” Allandra said, nodding with a very slight movement of her head to a cluster of girls by one of the side buildings. “The one on the left with the braids. Her name’s Beatrice. The ones around her are the others from my class. She was asking questions about Shiro two days ago, and Emily told me that she was boasting about having got us in trouble with the head. James is her boyfriend — or she wants him to be. Emily wasn’t sure which.” “You know all that?” Jennifer looked at her, impressed. “You’ve made friends fast.” “Well, except for Beatrice. It’s fun to have some other girls around for a change. Rokkaku is nice, but having no other girls in the class does get a bit…” Jennifer grinned. “Less competition. What are we waiting for?” “For her to go into the bathroom.” The two of them

found a spot opposite Beatrice and the others where they could watch them discreetly. “Have you seen your parents again?” Allandra asked after they had been waiting a little while. Jennifer shook her head and stared down at the concrete. “I just can’t believe they’d do something like this. They’d forgotten to even tell me about it until I showed up. They’ve never done anything like this before.” “Did they used to listen to you more?” Jennifer sighed. “Not really. The only time I ever got my way was when I just ignored them. Then there’d be a horrific fight, and they’d both scream at me, and they’d give me the silent treatment for weeks. That was one of the reasons I asked Chris to help me with tricking them about Rokkaku. I just couldn’t face another fight like that.” “But going to Venezuela and just expecting you to pack up and leave — it’s horrible! Don’t they care about you missing your friends?” “I don’t think they care about my friends at all. They’re always trying to get me to meet more famous types — actress girls and heiresses and the sons of foot- ball players and stuff. They’re holding a party this Saturday for people like that. P’ll have to show up.” “Do you think it would do any good if I talked to them? If I told them that you were happy here and didn’t want to go?”

Jennifer sighed again. “I don’t think so. But I guess we have to try. Come along with me on Saturday and we’ll see what happens.” “OK.” Allandra looked up and her face changed, becoming sharp and predatory. “There she goes. Come on.” / Beatrice was heading across the yard towards the toilets. Allandra and Jennifer got up and walked casually after her. They reached the door and Allandra scanned the area. “Wait here. Make sure no one comes in.” Jennifer nodded and took up position. Allandra vanished inside. Two, three, five minutes passed. Jennifer heard the mutter of voices from inside, but nothing more. A couple of girls tried to enter the toilets and Jennifer turned them away, spinning them a story. It was easy work for Jennifer, but she couldn’t help wondering what Allandra was doing inside that she didn’t want Jennifer to see. Then from inside Jennifer heard the sound of running feet. She sidestepped just in time as Beatrice burst out of the door, running as fast as she could. Her eyes were wide and staring and her face was a sickly | colour. She gave Jennifer one panicked glance and tore away towards the school buildings. “There,” Allandra said. Jennifer turned to see Allandra behind her, looking satisfied. “I don’t think

we’re going to be getting any more trouble from her.” “Ally, what did you do to her?” Allandra shrugged. “Just talked.” “Talked about what?” “About what I was going to do to her if another of those reports reached the headmistress.” Jennifer just stared at Allandra. “Come on, Jen. I did pick up a few things living at home, you know.” Allandra glanced around; several children were starting to. notice them. ““C’mon, we’d better not hang around.” Jennifer looked at her friend as they started walking away. “Sometimes you scare me, Ally.”

Ignis made a point of passing Dave in the afternoon and exchanging a few friendly words. By four o’clock he was fairly sure that Dave wasn’t going to try anything further. After school, he and the others went to the park to train again. Along with Shiro, Ignis kept a wary eye on the council estate for gatecrashers. But only one or two of the South Street boys showed up, and they drifted away quickly as soon as they saw Ignis and Shiro looking at them. There was a surprise waiting, however. Arthur, Sani and Chalky had shown up again, and they’d brought Jason and two other boys. All of them wanted to hear the story of the fight last night. After Ignis told it to

them, he found out that they also wanted to join in training. “Can we do this?” Ignis asked Shiro. Shiro nodded. “Ichiro and I will teach them. You can help out too, if you like.” Ignis did. After the sun had set, they broke up and headed home to do their homework and carry on working on the house. Thursday was quiet — no trouble with the head- mistress or with Dave’s gang. By the end of school Ignis was in a good mood. “T think we’re in the clear,” he told the others as they walked back towards the park for their evening training. “If Dave’s lot were going to make a move, they would have done it by now.” “And Beatrice is keeping her head down,” Allandra added. “We’re still going to have trouble from the head- mistress,” Christopher said. “Ah, we’ll worry about that when it happens,” Ignis said. “At least now we can finally get some—” The park came into view and Ignis stopped dead. “What the hell is that?” There were twenty boys in the park waiting for them, including Arthur and the others. Ignis went to talk with them, then came back to the others in disbelief. “They all want to train with us.” The seven of them huddled together. “This is ridiculous,” Allandra said. “Look, Ig, I know they’re

your friends, but you’re going to have to tell them to go away. What do they think we are, ninjutsu teachers?” “Isn’t that what we are?” Shiro said. “No!” “It’s not as if we don’t have the time,” Shiro said. “And we can’t train on our own without the Rokkaku teachers in any case — we’d just be repeating what we know already. We’re here for six weeks, and the schoolwork’s dull enough. It might give us something interesting to do.” Ignis frowned. “All rights Shiro, why are you so keen on this? I thought you were telling me and Ally to keep our heads down.” “IT don’t think this will make you any more likely to be caught by Vargas,” Shiro said, lowering his voice. “His spies are adults, from what you’ve told me. And actually — it’s because of Vargas that I think this is a good idea.” “What do you mean?” Allandra asked. “Well, if Vargas does show up here … it might be useful to have some allies.” They looked at each other. “I have no objection,” Ichiro stated. Ignis let out a breath. “All right, let’s do it.” Teaching ninjutsu instead of studying it was a strange feeling for Ignis. It made him realise how he must have looked when he had first arrived at Rokkaku; to him, the Waybury boys felt hopelessly

slow. He managed to stay patient with them all the same. Friday came and only eleven showed up, but the - ones who did seemed keen. There was another surprise waiting for him. “Hey, Paul,” Arthur said after the practice. “Want to come to dinner at my place tomorrow?” Ignis looked at Arthur in surprise. “Well … sure. You mean with the other guys?” Arthur shook his head. “No. My dad wanted me to invite you. Him, too.” Arthur pointed to Christopher. Ignis looked at Arthur in puzzlement. “Why us?” Arthur shrugged. “I dunno. My dad’s weird some- times.” Ignis thought a second. He couldn’t see any danger. “OK, we’ll come. What time?” “Eight o’clock.”

On Saturday evening, the group split up. Allandra and Jennifer went to Jennifer’s house and Ignis and Christopher went to Arthur’s. Ignis was in a good mood. Christopher wasn’t. “But why do J have to come?” “Stop asking,” Ignis said as they walked down the street. It was evening and the streetlights were flickering on one by one. “Arthur’s dad wants to see you — that’s all I know.” “Maybe he wants to blame us for everything that’s going wrong, just like the headmistress.”

“Will you stop whining?” “Look, everyone we’ve met since we arrived here’s tried to cause us grief. Why should this be any different?” Ignis just rolled his eyes. “You’re the one who ought to be going,” Christopher muttered. “You’re invited.” “You could have said I was sick or something. Come on, Ignis. You’re the one who gets on with the people here, notme.” Ignis shook his head. “I just don’t get you, Chris. When I first came to Rokkaku you were the one who told me to-try talking to Ichiro and Hiroshi. In Rokkaku you’re friends with everybody. Why do you have such a problem with the people here?” “Because they have a problem with me! Look, I get on with everyone in Rokkaku, but that’s because it’s Rokkaku, not here. In Rokkaku, when I treat people nicely they treat me nicely, too. Back in primary school, when I treated people nicely, they picked on me and laughed at me.” “That was years ago. Get over it.” “Why should I get over it?” Chris objected. “They haven’t changed. They’ve always acted—” “Oh, shut up, Chris. You know, I’m sick of hearing about how unhappy a time you had back in primary school. Fine, you were bullied. Get over it. The other kids here don’t know anything about where you came

from or what you used to do. All they know is what they see. If you act like that, they’ll think that you’re - the jerk. I got used to Ichiro and Hiroshi. Why can’t you get used to these guys?” Christopher was brought up short. “But it’s differ- ent,” he said. “I mean … I’ve got nothing in common with these boys. I don’t play football, I spend all my time with games and books, I—” “So what? There’s hardly anyone at Rokkaku who does the things you do either.” “But that’s …” Christopher paused. “You don’t understand.” “Look, Chris, I know you’re cleverer than all of us. But that doesn’t mean you have to sit in your shell all the time.” Christopher sighed. “That’s just what I mean. It’s hard for me to talk with other people. I can manage with Jen and Shiro because they’re as quick as I am, and Shiro’s kind of interested in the same things — so they can at least understand what I’m saying. That goes for you and the others too. But these people … I’m just too different from them. You can get on with normal people, Ignis, but I can’t.” “If you’re so smart, figure out a way to do it.” Christopher looked at Ignis. “I didn’t think of it that way.” Ignis grinned. “Yeah, I know. Now be nice to Arthur.”

Pi


	They entered a huge council estate, a massive, ugly rectangle of concrete and stone six storeys high that contained hundreds of flats. Ignis and Christopher climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, walked down the line of identical doors and knocked on number 381. Arthur opened it and showed them in. The flat was cramped, but neat and clean. Arthur took them into the living room and introduced Ignis and Christopher to the rest of his family. There were two brothers, who had trouble sitting still and obviously wanted to be out playing, his mother and his father. Arthur’s father, Mr Okafor, was squat and heavy, with Arthur’s very dark skin. Arthur’s mother just smiled and nodded to them when she was introduced. Ignis later found out that she didn’t speak English. Ignis enjoyed the dinner. Arthur’s two brothers ran around while they ate, and Arthur’s father spoke to Ignis and Christopher. His English was slow and halt- ing, and he occasionally had to get Arthur to translate a few words, but he understood Ignis well enough. They were from Nigeria, and had moved to England eleven years ago. Christopher seemed to gradually relax as the meal went on. “Paul,” Mr Okafor said to Ignis after the meal, “there’s something I want to ask you.” “Sure. What is it?” “My son tells me,” Mr Okafor nodded to Ignis,



“that you and your friends train as fighters. He tells me that you’ve been teaching him.” Ignis hesitated. “Well, we haven’t exactly been teaching them .. .” “Are you and your friends soldiers?” Ignis tried to figure out how to answer that. He thought of the ninjutsu essay at home on his wall. “Well … no, not really. Fighting’s not what we do, it’s something we know how to do.” Mr Okafor nodded. “I understand. I don’t think you should be teaching it to him.” Ignis paused. “Oh.” He looked from Arthur to Mr Okafor to Mrs Okafor. “You mean… you don’t want him fighting?” Mrs Okafor said something to her husband in another language. Mr Okafor replied, then spoke to Ignis in English. “No, that isn’t what I mean. Everyone at that school fights already. They already learn how to fight.” “Not very well,” Ignis said with a grin. “But ninjutsu’s not just fighting, it’s—” Mr Okafor nodded. “Yes. It’s not wrong for you to teach it to my son and his friends. I think it’s a good thing. What I mean to say is that it’s not the most important thing. In a few years Arthur will leave this school, and try to enter a university. What he needs is to be good at English, his schoolwork and his studies. That’s what is really important for him. That is why,”

Mr Okafor nodded to Christopher, “I asked to meet with you.” “Huh?” Christopher looked up. “Me?” “Yes. Arthur tells me that you are the cleverest of Paul’s friends. I would like to ask you a favour. If it is possible, could you and your friends help teach Arthur what he should be learning in school?” Christopher hesitated. “Um … Look, Arthur might have exaggerated a bit. I’m not a real teacher.” “The teachers at the school are real teachers, and they don’t do very well. ’ve spoken to the families of Jason and Sani also, and they have also asked the same thing. I know you have no obligation to do this, but we would all be very grateful.” “Well …” Christopher looked from Arthur to Mr Okafor to Mrs Okafor. All were looking at him expectantly. “I… guess I could try.” Mr Okafor smiled. “Thank you! I will make sure Arthur does what you ask him.” “Dad!” Arthur protested. It was late before Ignis and Christopher got up to leave. On the way, Ignis took the chance to speak to Mr Okafor alone. “Listen, could I ask you something? Some of the teachers might not be all that keen on these lessons. If you could make sure that not too many people find out about them.. .?” Mr Okafor nodded. “I will make sure.” Ignis hesitated before speaking again. This was

taking a small risk, but he had been watching Mr Okafor over dinner and had the feeling that he could be trusted. “Not just the teachers. Could you try and make sure that word about us doesn’t get around? And if anyone comes around asking questions about us … please tell me.” Mr Okafor looked at Ignis thoughtfully. Slee see: Very well. I will do as you ask.” They shook hands.

Meanwhile in Mayfair, things weren’t going so smoothly for Allandra and Jennifer. The party enveloped them in noise and glitter as soon as they stepped through the front door. People packed every floor and music played from heavy speakers. Within seconds Jennifer was set upon by a middle-aged woman who called Jennifer “sweetie” and told her that “Maria and Gloria are just dying to see you again!” Jennifer gave Allandra a brief grimace then turned away to Maria and Gloria, a pair of sulky- looking girls a few years younger than her. Allandra was left alone to wander through the party. The house seemed to have been done up for the event. The more battered pieces of furniture Allandra remembered seeing before had all been draped with cloths, and new ones had been added. What looked like a miniature bar had been set up through the door in the next room, and a man in a dinner jacket was mixing cocktails with sure, dextrous movements.

Waiters placed the cocktails on trays and carried them through the crowd, offering them with fixed smiles. A pair of photographers moved around the room, pausing occasionally to snap a picture. The guests were standing in little knots around the room, talking loudly over the music, bored-looking women and self-important-looking men. Several had the jerky, hyped look of cocaine users. Everyone was wearing expensive clothes and jewellery, and Allandra started to feel awkward. She was wearing a simple top and loose, comfortable trousers. The other women, even the teenage girls of her age, were all wearing elaborate outfits, complete ’with accessories and fancy hairstyles. The glances they gave Allandra as she passed made her feel plain and conspicuous. Allandra finally spotted Jennifer’s mother on the first floor and moved in quickly. “Hi, can I talk to you?” Jennifer’s mother looked blankly at Allandra. “Do I know you?” “We met this week,” Allandra said. “Jennifer just rang you to say I was coming.” “Oh yes, you’re Jennifer’s friend. Jane, wasn’t it?” “Anna.” “Anna, yes. Listen, Anna dear, I’m very busy right now. If you could—” “Can I ask you something?” “Later, dear. I need to—”

“Great, thanks.” Allandra took Jennifer’s mother by one arm and dragged her to one side. She knew that the older woman would forget about her instantly if given the chance. “Look, I need to talk to you about Jennifer. Is there some way you could let her stay in England?” “What? Oh, didn’t you know? She’s going with us to—” “To Venezuela. I know. Can’t she not go?” “But it’s all arranged, dear. We leave on January the fifth. Oh, will you miss her? Well, that’s very sweet of you, but we really do have to go.” “But Jennifer doesn’t want to go to Venezuela. She’s happy here.” “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be just as happy in Venezuela. Everyone says it’s a wonderful country.” Allandra ’took a deep breath and tried to stay ’calm. “It doesn’t matter what kind of country it is. Jennifer has a life here already. At the school we go to. She’s got friends there and she enjoys it. She’s worked a lot to stay there. She doesn’t want to go to a new school and have to start her life all over again. What if she stayed here in England and you went to Venezuela? You could see her in the holidays. It wouldn’t be that different from how things are now. And she’d be happier. Couldn’t you at least think about it?” For the first time, Jennifer’s mother seemed to actually take in what Allandra was suggesting. Her

eyes sharpened. “Don’t be ridiculous. ’m not having her stay so far away from me. And besides, she’s got work to do. I’m very disappointed with her progress at the Josephine Edwards Academy. She should have been performing regularly by now. When we’re together I’ll have the time to get her career as an actress off to a good start.” “She doesn’t want to be an actress!” “Stop talking about things you don’t understand, you stupid little girl.” Allandra stepped back in shock. Jennifer’s mother looked down at her coldly. “I have no idea why my daughter lets you hang around with her, but if you’re going to follow her around, you had better understand some things. Jennifer is above you. She is going to be famous and successful, and she will not have people like you dragging her down. Really, I can see from listening to you that it’s just as well we’re leaving. Jennifer is going to pick up bad habits. After we make this trip Pll be able to see that she makes more suitable friends.” Allandra stared up at the older woman, trying to think of something to say. “We’re not—” she began at last. “I think you’d better go,” Jennifer’s mother said with finality. “You really don’t belong here.” Allandra stood there as Jennifer’s mother dis- appeared into the crowds of people. Eventually, she turned away and walked along the first-floor hallway,

trying to think of something else she could try. She found a chair and sat down, resting her head in her hands. The music was still blaring, and people were walking to and fro in front of Allandra, passing her without a glance. As Allandra watched, a young woman caught sight of another one and called out in delight. “Merissa! Where have you been?” “Niki babe! It’s been ages!” They kissed each other on both cheeks. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Merissa said. “You must come and meet Eric Richards. He’s dying to meet you.” “Oh, that’s wonderful, dear! Of course I will. P’ll be right downstairs.” Merissa turned away. Instantly Niki performed a silent and realistic imitation of vomiting on the carpet. Two other young women who had watched the interchange giggled. Shaking her head, Niki moved to talk to them. Suddenly Allandra felt very tired. She found Jennifer, told her what had happened and left. Then she walked out past the doorman into the cold night air and rode home on the bus. It was a long and depressing ride. Allandra had plenty of time to think about what had happened, and the more she went over it the worse she felt. Up until ’now, she’d clung to the hope that she would be able to use her training to somehow help Jennifer. But

Jennifer’s mother wasn’t Vargas. Ninjutsu was useless here. “Tadaima!” Allandra called as she walked in the front door. The battered old building had never felt so welcoming. In comparison to the Mayfair house it was an oasis. “Q-kaeri nasai,” Ichiro replied from inside the living room. Allandra entered to see him at the kitchen table. “Where are the others, Ichiro?” “Christopher and Ignis are talking with Hiroshi, drawing up plans for teaching. Shiro is upstairs. Has Jennifer returned with you?” “No. She’s still at the party.” “Do you know when she will be back?” Allandra shook her head. Ichiro paused, then nodded and got up. “Perhaps I will go, then. I’ll escort her back. See you later.” He left. Allandra looked after him in puzzlement, then went upstairs to the room she shared with Jennifer. She lay down on the bed and closed her eyes with a sigh. There was a knock at the door. Allandra opened her eyes to see Shiro standing there. “Did you want to sleep?” “No, its OK,” Allandra said, finding a smile. “Come in.” Shiro entered and sat. “How was the party?”

Allandra sighed. “Awful.” She looked down at the floor. “Chris and Jen were right. I shouldn’t have — come. I’m just making things worse.” “You’re showing Jennifer how much you care about her,” Shiro said. “That’s not making anything worse. And as for her parents, we’ll think of something. We always do.” Allandra half smiled. “Making me feel better again …” She yawned and lay down on the bed. “You always try to do that, don’t you, Shiro?” Allandra closed her eyes. “You always manage it, too …” Her voice trailed off. Shiro looked down at Allandra as her breathing became slower and regular. After a few minutes, he took a blanket and tucked it around her, being careful not to wake her. Allandra sighed and settled down further. Shiro sat for a long time watching Allandra sleep. At one point he reached out a hand, then shook his head and got up abruptly. He walked and turned into his room. There was no space inside the house to train, but he could still practise kamae, and he intended to keep on doing it until he was tired enough to fall asleep as well.

Midnight came and went. The house in Waybury was quiet. But further north, the night was just getting started.

Michael Havelock climbed the stairs of the Hampstead house. Reaching the landing, he paused, looking south out of the window. A dark reflection of himself, mirrored in the glass, looked back at him. Behind, the lights of central London glinted in the distance. Michael had changed in the past two years. He was bigger and taller. He moved differently, and his tilted blue eyes, the one feature he shared with his siblings, were more watchful. Under his clothes, his muscles were stringy and lean, and he wore a scar along one forearm. Someone who had known him from before would notice the difference instantly … but might have trouble saying exactly what it was. Michael turned away from the window and walked down the corridor, stopping in front of Vargas’s study. He stood there for nearly a minute, taking steady, measured breaths, letting his shoulders relax. When he was ready, he knocked once. “Come in,” Vargas said. Michael entered. Vargas was sitting at his desk, looking through a slim file. Michael didn’t speak. After a few minutes, Vargas looked up at him. “What are you doing next week, Michael?” “Working with Tav in the Haringey warehouse,” Michael replied. “And I’m going with him to Ireland on Friday. Then you told me that the deal with Sonny might come up…”

“T’ll handle that. I’ve got a new job.” Michael paused, then nodded. “OK. I’ll cancel the Sipe Vargas smiled suddenly. “Not so fast. I said I had a new job — I didn’t say you had to be the one to do it. What I’m going to do is, I’ll describe it to you, then you’ll tell me if you want to take it on. What do you think?” Michael frowned. “If I want to take it on?” Vargas never asked Michael what he wanted to do — he gave orders. Something was wrong. Vargas’s smile broadened. “Worried? No need. All I need is a yes or no. If you say no, I’ll find someone else. You can even say no now, and walk out if you want to. Of course … that means you’ll never know how it turns out.” Michael looked back at his father, then nodded slowly, waiting for more information. “Allandra is in London,” Vargas said. Michael’s face gave nothing away. Vargas tapped the file. “This is a search report. It doesn’t mention Allandra. As far as my hunters know, she could be anywhere — in England, France, America. But I know better. She’s here, somewhere in this city. I can feel her. And where she goes, Ignis goes. He’s here, too. But there’s a problem. I know they’re in London, but I don’t know where. My hunters will keep working, but it seems that Ignis and Allandra have grown better at hiding.

Perhaps they’ll slip up, perhaps they won’t. But in the meantime, I think what’s needed is a more personal connection.” “Youre going to look for them yourself?” Michael asked. “No. You are.” This time Michael’s eyes flickered. Vargas didn’t appear to notice. “You’ll be working with Tav.” He pushed the file across the desk. “These are the men you’ll need. They’ll follow your instructions. You and Tav will work … together, I think. For now.” “But … wait a minute. Look where?” “That’s up to you.” Vargas leaned back. “I expect itll take time. Tav will give you some ideas if you don’t know where to start. Once you’ve had a little practice, you can come up with your own approach.” “What if it doesn’t work?” Vargas shrugged. “Then after a couple of months, you move on and I’ll find something else for you to do. It’ll be good practice either way.” Michael met Vargas’s eyes and asked the important question. “Why me?” Vargas steepled his fingers, looked over them. “Well, Michael … I have a feeling about you. I have the feeling that you want to see Allandra again. And I have the feeling that if you want to see Allandra badly enough, you’ll find a way to do it.” Michael was silent.

“So,” Vargas said. “What’s your answer?”. Michael looked back at Vargas for a long time, then spoke. “Tl do it.”
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A FORGOTTEN FACE

A month passed. The house was cleaned and repaired. Christopher fixed the lights, Hiroshi fixed the water supply, and before long the house had changed from a tip to a comfortable place to live. Allandra handled the cooking. There were a few accidents, but after Solada started teaching her, Allandra improved quickly. Once the repairs were finished, Christopher started work at something new, on Shiro’s suggestion: a perimeter alarm. Ignis, Allandra and the others helped with parts and testing. By the time it was finished, they were confident that no one was going to get into the house without them knowing about it. Tutoring Arthur and the others and teaching them ninjutsu expanded until it took up much of their time. Shiro organised the lessons, setting ground rules. The seven of them would teach; in exchange Arthur and the others would follow orders in the lessons and help out from time to time. “Helping out” meant being their anti-spy network against Vargas’s men. Ignis and Allandra didn’t

explain exactly who was looking for them or why, but they did make it clear that if Arthur or his friends spotted anyone who matched the description, they should tell them, fast. Mr Okafor and the other parents worked to keep their presence quiet. As the weeks passed and there was no sign of Vargas or his hunters, Ignis and Allandra began to relax. Allandra called in to Mr Oakley at the appointed time each week, but had nothing to report. The South Street gang stayed away, and Beatrice gave Allandra and the others a wide berth. However, despite al! their efforts, word got around about their classes and after a couple of weeks the seven of them were called to see the headmistress again. Penelope Sloane told them that she wasn’t comfortable with them practising violent activities like martial arts. Christopher explained that although their activities might look like martial arts to the uninformed, they were actually ancient Oriental religious rituals of deep spiritual significance. “Is that what ninjutsu really is?” Ignis asked as they left. Christopher shrugged. “As far as she knows.” It still bothered Allandra. “I don’t like it,” she said to Shiro the next day. “What’s wrong?” Shiro asked. They were back at Christopher’s house, and Allandra and Shiro had taken the chance to train in the back garden. It was big and

well-kept, surrounded by trees and filled with the smell of grass. The noise of the suburbs around was a quiet hum. “Having to lie to the teachers. I mean, back in Rokkaku, I was looking forward to this trip. I thought it was going to be fun, keeping a secret identity. But it’s not just our identities - we have to lie about everything.” Shiro nodded. “I know what you mean. But what Christopher’s doing makes sense. We can’t fight these people head-on, after all.” “I know we can’t. It’s just that … he takes it so for granted. Like it’s normal to lie about everything. And he’s right, that’s the worst part. No one tells the truth at this school. It’s like there’s two separate worlds — there’s the one that the teachers talk about and there’s the real one where everything actually happens. And you have to do everything in the real world, but you have to pretend you’re doing it in the fantasy world, or you get in trouble.” Shiro smiled. “It’s only for a little longer. Then you’ll be back in Rokkaku — and probably thinking how dull it is and wishing you were back at Waybury where everything was exciting.” Allandra laughed, her mood broken. “Yeah, right. OK, come on.” They were practising nagewaza — throwing tech- niques. Without the teachers or the equipment of

Rokkaku, it was harder for them to train. Throws were one of the easier things to practise, since they could do them at full force without hurting each other. Shiro moved forward, waiting just out of strike range. Allandra stepped back into ichi mongi. Shiro circled, his feet coming down delicately. Allandra’s body tracked his movement. Shiro flowed forward, hands reaching. Allandra went under, turning in. Neither were going at anything like full speed — Ze’ev had always told them that you learned more from practising a technique slowly than from practising it fast. Allandra wasn’t anywhere near as strong as Shiro, but being smaller and having a lower centre of gravity was an advantage in throwing. She brought her hips sideways into his, pulling him over her by his shirt as she did — a shoulder throw. Instead of resisting, Shiro went with the throw, kicking off the ground with both feet, rolling over her back and coming down face to face with Allandra. Allandra ducked back and away, trying to draw him off balance. Shiro went with her movement again, further this time. His leg came down behind hers and he twisted his hips, throwing her with ganseki nage. Allandra went into a cartwheel and the world whirled up and over. She came down facing the kitchen window, began to turn back to face Shiro, then paused. Through the window, she could see Jennifer and Solada.

Allandra’s leg was swept away and suddenly she was falling backwards, looking up at the sky. An arm tightened under her and she came to a sudden stop. Shiro’s face came into her vision. “I don’t think youre concentrating,” he said mildly. He had caught her just off the ground. Allandra sighed. “Sorry.” Shiro lifted her up and set her on her feet. “Tt’s not just the school that’s bothering you, is it?” Shiro said. Allandra nodded. “It’s Jennifer.” She turned to look through the window again. Jennifer was laughing while Solada watched with a smile. “We’re no closer to helping her than we were when we got here. In a couple of weeks we’re going to go back to Rokkaku. Then what? Jen says her parents don’t even want to talk to me any more, or Ichiro either. And Chris has run out of ideas as well.” Shiro was silent for a little while. “There is a last option,” he finally said. “Jennifer goes back to Rokkaku without telling her parents. They don’t know where it is; there’s nothing they could do. They go to Venezuela, she stays here.” “lve thought of that,” Allandra said unhappily. “But if she does that, it’s over. I talked to Christopher’s parents about it. Solada says that if Jennifer did that, her parents would be so angry that they’d disown her.

Even if she managed to find them again, she’d never be — able to go home.” “Have you talked about that with Jennifer?” Allandra shook her head. “I can’t. It’d be like I was asking her to give up her family so that I could keep my best friend. I know what it’s like not having any family except Rokkaku. I don’t want Jennifer to have to go through that as well.” “Then what does Jennifer say?” “She tells me not to get upset about it, that she has to work this through on her own, that she’ll tell me when she’s ready. Basically, do nothing.” Shiro looked at Allandra. “Jennifer told us that talking to her parents wouldn’t help, and she was right. She told us that we wouldn’t be able to fix this by coming here, and now it’s looking like she was right about that too. Maybe we should start listening to her.” Allandra made a face. She knew that Shiro was right, but she didn’t like it. They went indoors to join the others. Solada served dinner, everyone talked to everyone else, and gradually Allandra forgot her worries. Another evening passed by. November turned into December, and Ignis, Allandra and the others entered their final week at Waybury. In a few more days they would return to Rokkaku.

It was a cold December morning. In the east, the sun was shining from between the houses, leaving the occasional patch of sunlight to warm the cold stone. The sky was absolutely cloudless and the air was dry and clear. Meanwhile, for the seven children from Rokkaku, it was another normal day at Waybury School. ““.. and so, I hope you can understand that although of course we have the greatest respect for your religious beliefs, we ’do feel that your … er .. rituals aren’t sufficiently inclusive,” Penelope Slouad finished. She looked from one of them to the other. “Um, Naganori, maybe you could translate.. .” “Yes, miss,” Shiro said.. “TI can’t understand a word this woman says,” Hiroshi complained. “Does anyone know what she’s talking about?” “I wasn’t listening,” Ignis admitted. Visits to the headmistress’s office had long since lost their novelty for him, and he had been daydreaming. “Something about our ninjutsu practice not being inclusive enough,” Allandra said. “Whatever that means.” “Well, being inclusive means including everybody and not shutting everyone out,” Christopher said. “Maybe she’s upset because we’re only training some of the kids and not all of them.” “Oh well, there’s an easy way to fix that,” Shiro said.

He turned back to Penelope Sloane. “What about if we included all the other students in our sessions as_~ well? That way they could all become like the ones we’ve been working with.” A brief expression of horror flitted across Penelope Sloane’s face. “Well … er … I very much appreciate … but perhaps … not the most practical approach at this time.” “T don’t think she liked that idea,” Shiro said. “Wow, look at her twitch!” Jennifer said. “Do it again!” “Could you … um … perhaps if you could … um … pause your religious worship for a little while? And … maybe it would be better if you didn’t include the other students from now on?” “TI thought she just said she wanted us to be more inclusive,” Allandra complained. “This doesn’t make any sense.” “Yes it does,” Christopher said. “The students from our groups have been acting differently. Even she’s noticed by now. They’re more self-sufficient and they’re doing better in classes.” “Tsn’t that a good thing?” Ignis said. “Are you kidding?” Christopher replied. “The last thing she wants is for her students to get organised. If they did that, they might start asking why this school is such a mess. As long as all the students here are fighting each other, she’s safe, because no one’s got anything

better to compare it with. But once people figure out that the only reason the school is this way is because of how it’s run — that’s how revolutions get started.” “This is revolting,” Ichiro said. “It’s the responsibility of a head of school to make sure the children are taught properly. All this woman does is play politics. Tell her that we will continue to do as we see fit and that she can try and do her best to stop us.” “We see what you mean,” Christopher said. “We’ll take a break from our … worship for a while.” “And tell her that if her school wasn’t so bad, the students wouldn’t need our help in the first place,” Ignis said. ; “And we’ll … suggest to the other students that they go back to doing things like they used to.” Christopher said. “And tell her that she should take some of the money she uses to decorate her office and make herself look less like a stuffed ostrich,” Jennifer said. Allandra choked. “We definitely wouldn’t want to show any disrespect to you or to the school,” Christopher finished, somehow keeping a straight face. Penelope Sloane looked relieved. “Oh, good. Well, thank you for your time. You’re free to go to your classes, children.” “This is such a strange place,” Hiroshi said as they walked away. “It’s like those science fiction books by that English guy. You know, Lewis Carroll. A

different dimension where nothing makes any sense and everything’s the opposite of what it should be, but everyone acts like it’s completely normal. I don’t know how you guys put up with it.” Hiroshi shook his head. “So are we going to stop our classes?” “No,” Shiro said. “What’s going to happen if she finds out we’re lying to her?” “Chris?” Shiro asked. “We’ll say that it’s nothing to do with us, that we’re not practising ninjutsu any more and that some- one else must be doing it without us knowing,” Christopher said. “That’ll stall her for long enough for us to think up something else. Look, Hiroshi, I don’t know how it works in Japan, but over here, teachers have exactly as much power over you as you let them. They can give orders, but they can’t make you obey.” “But when she finds out…” “How’s she going to find out?” Christopher asked. “She doesn’t talk to the students. She doesn’t have a clue about what really happens here. There’s a gang of drug dealers outside her front gate, for God’s sake! The whole system here assumes that everyone will tell the truth and do as they’re told. As long as we do that, then we’re at a disadvantage. But as soon as we stop playing by their rules, then they’re the ones at a dis- advantage — because they really don’t have any way to

deal with students who say they’ll do as they’re told and don’t.” “And what happens if we keep on living that way?” Ichiro said. “If we grow into the habit of lying to get what we want, we’ll become like that woman there.” Christopher didn’t answer. Neither did anyone else. In silence, the seven of them broke up and headed to their lessons. Miss Elsworth, their class teacher, looked up as Ignis and Allandra walked in. “Oh, hello, you two. How did your meeting with the headmistress go?” “Oh, the same as usual,” Allandra said. Ignis had grown to rather like Miss Elsworth. She wasn’t much good .at keeping order in class, but she did care about her students. Despite being obviously overworked, she had spent a while at the beginning of their stay asking if Ignis and Allandra were settling in comfortably. Now she glanced back over her shoulder at where the rest of the class were talking before lowering her voice slightly. “I’m sorry that the headmistress is giving you all such a hard time. I wanted you to know, though, that we really do appreciate what you’ve tried to do here. That goes for all of the teachers. Oh, some of us weren’t sure about the idea at first, but since you’ve started run- ning those study classes of yours, we’ve really noticed a difference in the boys and girls who go to them. You’ve helped us a lot.”

“Study classes?” Ignis said, carefully keeping his face blank. “T know, I know. Officially, they’re not happening. But quite a few of the other teachers have asked me to encourage you. It’s so nice to have some students who actually want to make things better for a change.” “So why don’t you do something about it yourself?” Ignis asked. “Paul!” Allandra said. Miss Elsworth sighed. “It’s not that easy. Look, Anna, Paul, I know that this school must look awful to the two of you, but it isn’t like this because we want it to be. We all have to follow so many rules and regulations that there’s really hardly anything we can do. I have to spend most of my day doing the paper- work for my lessons, and then when I’m in the lessons I have to teach what the curriculum says I should, no matter whether it’ll do any good. Then there are the difficult children, and we can’t really do anything about them, because their families will complain and the headmistress won’t back us up if they do. Most of the teachers here just keep their heads down and try to get through the day.” Ignis and Allandra were silent. Miss Elsworth shook her head. “But I shouldn’t put all my problems on you. We still manage, and these classes of yours are helping © a great deal. Although …” She hesitated. “Is it really necessary to do the martial arts? I mean, we have

enough trouble with fighting in this school already.” “But we’re not teaching them to start fights,” Allandra said. “We’re teaching them to handle fights.” “T know, I know. I just wish you could teach them something a little less violent.” “How are you supposed to learn to fight without being violent?” Ignis asked. “Well, there isn’t really any reason to learn to fight at all, is there? I mean, not nowadays.” Ignis came to a halt, trying to figure out what to say. He looked at Miss Elsworth, saw her frail, slightly harried figure. She was looking back at them mildly, and Ignis suddenly realised how great a distance there was between them. “But I don’t want to criticise,” Miss Elsworth said. “As I said, we really do appreciate what you’re doing. Now you’d better go to your seats so we can start the lesson.” Ignis turned the problem over in his mind for the rest of the day, something he didn’t usually do. When Penelope Sloane said something bad about them, he could shrug it off — but he liked Miss Elsworth. To Miss Elsworth, anything violent was bad. And that was one of the ideas of this school, wasn’t it? No fighting, no violence, no aggression. Everyone was supposed to get on with each other without conflict. But they hadn’t got rid of conflict at all — they’d just swept it under the carpet. In the past five weeks at

Waybury School Ignis had seen more savagery, more bullying and more genuine nastiness than he’d seen in - two years at Rokkaku. It was all done out of sight of the teachers — in half-empty classrooms, around the corners of the outbuildings, in the backstreets after school hours. The students listened to assemblies on love and tolerance, then went out into the school yard to beat up their victims. It’s time to go home, Ignis thought. This was a nice holiday, but I wouldn’t want to live here. Ignis’s resolve wavered, though, when he met Arthur and the others after school for ninjutsu training. He still hadn’t told any of them that, in a few days, he and the others were going to vanish for good. As he watched them practise throws, laughing and joking, falling occasionally but always getting up again, his resolve wavered. It felt as though he was abandoning them. “Hey, Paul, help me with this,” Arthur called. Ignis snapped out of his reverie and walked over to see that Arthur was practising ganseki nage. “Whenever I try it on Jason, he just steps out. This’d never work for real.” “Nah, you’ve got it wrong,” Ignis said. He demonstrated, letting Arthur hold him in a judo grip, then throwing him lightly. Ganseki nage involved throwing someone across your leg by twisting your hips. “It’s hard to do in training because the other

guy’s on balance and knows what’s coming. But when someone’s rushing you for real, it’s the easiest throw. I’ve used it lots of times.” “Against who?” Jason asked. Ignis laughed. “Never mind.” He hesitated. “Arthur, Jason — you guys like these classes, don’t you?” Arthur looked at him in surprise. “Yeah, sure. It’s fun.” “And since we’ve started the South Street guys leave us alone,” Jason added. — “Yeah,” Ignis said. “Listen, have you guys thought about joining a regular ninjutsu dojo?” “Uh, not really,” Arthur said. “Why?” Jason asked. “Because … well, the seven of us aren’t going to be around for ever. It’d be kind of a waste if you just forgot it all as soon as we left, wouldn’t it?” “T guess,” Arthur said. “But it’s more fun doing it with you guys.” Jason beckoned. “Come on, I want to try that throw.” Ignis opened his mouth, then closed it again. As they worked their way through the training session, he watched Arthur and Jason, Chalky and Sani. What was going to happen to them after he and Allandra left? Then Ignis laughed to himself and shook his head. He was worried about Arthur? Arthur didn’t have

Vargas trying to track him down. If anyone was getting worried, it ought to be the other way around. | Ignis put it all out of his mind and went home. All of them had agreed that since in a week’s time they were going to be gone, they could stop doing homework. Allandra put the meat in the oven, then settled down by the kitchen table to read. Ignis got out the chess set and started playing a game against Shiro. Hiroshi entered. “Have you seen Ichiro?” “He ard Jennifer left right after practice,” Shiro said. “They said they had something to do and they’d be back for dinner.” | “Again?” Ignis asked. “Why are those two spending so much time together, anyway? Is Jen playing another one of her tricks on him?” “I don’t ’think so,” Christopher said, walking in. “She’d have said something.” He saw the chessboard and his eyes lit up. “Hey, can I—” “Later,” Shiro said before Christopher could finish. “That’s OK.” Christopher pulled up a chair. He was just as happy watching games as playing them. “There are lots of people out on the street tonight.” “How did the teaching go?” Shiro asked. “Really well. You know, if these guys keep on going the way they have been, I’ll have to start learning some new stuff myself. I’m not as far ahead of them as I was.”

Ignis grinned. “Well, sounds like you get on with them, anyway.” Christopher looked a little sheepish. “Yeah. It’s kind of embarrassing, actually. The parents keep on talking to me and saying thank you. It’s weird being so popular.” Shiro smiled. “Make the most of it.” “Do you know—” Hiroshi began, when a sharp buzz cut him off. Ignis, Allandra, Shiro, Christopher and Hiroshi all looked up, turning as one to the electronic set lying on the table next to the door. One of the LEDs on the top was blinking. The perimeter alarm. Christopher darted to it, his eyes scanning the rows of lights. “Green light, third row …” He looked at Shiro. “Someone just came into the back garden over the north wall.” There was a rush of movement. All five darted through the hall to the back door. Christopher knelt, putting his eye to the hidden spyhole at waist height. The back door had no windows and two bolts. Shiro waited just behind Christopher, his hands hanging by his sides, ready. Ignis stood next to him. “T see movement,” Christopher said in a low voice, speaking Japanese just to make sure no one else could eavesdrop. “He’s in the back garden.” “Are you sure there’s only one?” Shiro asked quietly.

“Yes. Anyway, the alarm would have gone off twice …” Christopher paused. “It’s a kid. Our age.” Ignis looked at Allandra. “Just one?” “A burglar?” Allandra wondered. “He’s coming this way,” Christopher said, switching back to English. Shiro and the others exchanged puzzled looks. “Right to the door. He’s going to…” There was a knock. They looked at the door, then at each other. “Not a burglar,” Ignis said. They stood a moment longer, then Shiro made a hand gesture for Christopher to back off. Christopher retreated. Shiro drew back the bolts quietly, then threw the door open. A boy stood on the doorstep, blinking in the light. He had pale skin and light brown hair, and wore inconspicuous dark clothes. His tilted blue eyes moved over the five of them, pausing briefly on Ignis before settling on Allandra. “Hi, Ally,” Michael said.
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“You?” Ignis said. “Can I come in?” Michael asked, his eyes still on Allandra. : Allandra stood with her mouth open, her heart freezing inside her chest. She was paralysed. Ignis wasn’t. He reached Michael in two strides, pulled his brother in and slammed him against the wall. Michael winced. “Ow! Ig—” Ignis thrust his face close to Michael’s. “You treacherous little bastard. What the hell are you doing here?* “Ig, wait!” Allandra said. Ignis gave her an angry look. “Why? He’s one of Vargas’s goons now, isn’t he?” “Ig, can you put me down, please?” Michael asked. The front door opened and Ichiro and Jennifer walked in, stopping dead as they saw the crowd down the hallway. “What is going on?” Ichiro said. “Big trouble,” Shiro answered in Japanese. “Ichiro, close the door, fast. Allandra’s brother just walked in.” As he spoke he shut the back door and threw the bolts.

“Chris, check your alarms. Make sure no one else has got in.” ; Christopher nodded, his face pale, and moved. Jennifer walked slowly forward, looking from Allandra to Michael. Ignis hadn’t let go. “What are you doing here, Michael?” he said, shaking him. Michael winced. “If fen put me down, I’ll tell you, Ig. Cool it.” Ignis glared at him a moment longer, then relaxed his grip. Michael straightened his clothes and glanced around. “Can we go somewhere less crowded? There isn’t much space here to—” “No, we can’t,” Ignis cut in. “You’re going to tell us why you’re here, and who else is here.” “Ig, I don’t want to have a fight, I just—” “Ealk!? 5. “Ignis is right.” Allandra was glad her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she felt. The initial shock of seeing her brother again had left her almost unable to breathe. But it was wearing off fast, and hard on its heels came a growing thread of anger. “The last time I saw you,” Allandra said, managing to keep her voice steady, “you said you were staying with our father and that you wanted me to do the same. You’d better have a good reason for showing up again. But first, I want to know how you found us. Does Vargas know we’re here?”

~ “T don’t know,” Michael said. “I don’t think so. But he will soon.” “Are you trying to threaten us, you little—?” Ignis began, taking a menacing step forward. “No!” Michael backed against the wall, holding up his hands. “You’ve got it all wrong! I came to warn you. One of Dad’s hunters found the two of you this morning. That was how I found this house. They’re outside.” Allandra’s heart went cold. “Who’s outside?” “His men. Dad’s out of the city now, but he’s on his way back. There were orders for what to do if you showed up while he was away. Pete’s there with a dozen men, and Tav’s on his way with more. They’ve got this house surrounded and they’re watching it right now.” Shiro and Ichiro exchanged glances. Allandra could feel her heart beating hard, but she kept her voice calm. “What are they going to do?” “Right now, nothing. Their orders are to wait until Dad— Vargas gets back. He was in Liverpool. He should be back sometime tomorrow. When he gets back he’ll… well, I don’t know what he’ll do.” Christopher reappeared. “Alarms are clean,” he told Shiro in a low voice. “Jf there’s anyone else, — re staying outside.” “OK.” Shiro turned. “Ally, Ignis, we need to know what your brother is doing here.” “Oh, he’s going to tell us, all right,” Ignis said —

without taking his eyes off Michael. “OK, Michael, last chance. Why. Are. You. Here?” : Michael took a deep breath. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to stay with Vargas any more. I want to go back with you two and stay where you live.” Allandra stared at Michael. So did Ignis. Michael went on quickly. “I know I said I wanted the two of you to come back to Vargas, but I was wrong. Back then, I thought he was going to catch you anyway. But if you’ve managed to stay hidden this long, you must have somewhere good to hide. I want to go there too. Dad’s got worse lately. The longer the two of you stay away, the angrier he gets. And if I stay in the business much longer, I’ll be in too deep to back out.” Michael stopped and drew a breath. “I can get you out of here. There’s a net all around this street, but they haven’t managed to get a line of sight on the back door yet. We could go over the walls to the next street across. There’s a man there, but I could make him move. But you have to go now. And you have to promise to take me with you.” Ignis stared at him. Michael looked from Allandra to Ignis, his face anxious. “Is it a deal?” _ Allandra opened her mouth to speak. “No deal,” Ignis said. “Get out.” Both Allandra and Michael looked at Ignis in dismay. “But—” Michael began.


	“Ig, we—” Allandra said. “I’m not going out of that door,” Ignis said. “We’re - staying in this house tonight. Go back to Pete and Tav. If you want to help, make sure they don’t move till Vargas gets here. We’ll see you again tomorrow. But if you don’t get out of that door right now I’m going to throw you through it.” “Tg, wait!” Allandra said. “Couldn’t we—!” Ignis held up a hand. Allandra looked at Ignis, then looked at her twin brother, now watching her with pleading eyes. For a moment it was close. “Ally—” Michael began. “T think you’d better go, Michael,” Allandra said quietly. Michael’s shoulders slumped. “Ally, can’t you—” Ignis stepped forward. “Now.” Michael gave Allandra a last look. When she didn’t respond he turned and slowly walked out of the door. The instant it closed, Shiro was crouching in front of it, watching through the spyhole. “He’s leaving,” he said. “Going to the wall…” There was a buzz from behind as the perimeter alarm tripped again. Then there was silence. Shiro stood. “He’s gone.” ; Allandra rounded on Ignis. “What are you thinking, Ig? If they really are out there, we need to do some- thing! Michael could—” “Oh, they’re out there, all right,” Ignis said.



“They’re all around the garden, just out of range of the alarms, waiting for Michael to bring us out.” Allandra’s mouth hung open for a second before she found her voice. “He wouldn’t do that!” “You bet he would.” Ignis said. He turned away, leaving a terrible doubt in Allandra’s heart. Michael couldn’t do something like that. .. could he? “Ally,” Shiro said. “You’ve done this before. You know Vargas. What’s he going to do next?” Allandra started. “I don’t …” She looked around to see that everyone was watching her. “Ally, its OK,” Jennifer said. She was watching Allandra with concern in her eyes. “Guys, back off her.” Allandra shook her head. “No, ’m OK.” The knowledge that her father’s men were coming for her was still terrifying. But Shiro was right: she had done this before. She did know what was coming. Allandra paused for a few minutes, thinking. “They’re not going to attack the house,” she said eventually. “Pete and Tav would never take a risk like that. If either me or Ig got hurt in the fighting, Vargas would kill them when he arrived. They’re going to wait until Vargas shows up and then do what he says.” “Are you sure?” Ichiro asked. “Yes. Anything that really matters to him, he handles himself.”

“So we’re safe until your father arrives?” Hiroshi asked. Allandra nodded. There was a collective sigh of breath as everyone relaxed a little. “Don’t get your hopes up,” Ignis said. “All that means is that they’ll wait until Vargas gets here, then come for us.” “We need to find out more,” Shiro said.

Twenty minutes later, the seven of them were assembled in the living room. “There are at least two in the street behind us,” Shiro said. On the dinner table was a map of the surrounding streets, sketched by Christopher. As Shiro spoke, he tapped his fingers on the points he meant. “We could get out over the wall and through the gardens into the next street, the same way Michael got in, but there’s a man watching the passage and another patrolling the street.” “We can take out one,” Ignis said. Shiro shook his head. “That’s not the problem. The streets around here are straight as rulers. No back alleys, no building complexes. Nothing but a flat wall of houses. Worst possible terrain for trying to lose people. The only way for us to go would be down the road. And they’ll have cars. They’ll go faster.” “What about the front?” Ignis said. “There are two men at each end of the street, trying

to hide.” Ichiro replied. “One or two might be able to slip by unseen, if they were quiet and lucky. No more.” _ “Splitting up isn’t an option,” Shiro said. “The roof?” Christopher asked. Jennifer shook her head. “I checked. They’re bad for climbing, I don’t know how strong they are, and we’d be in plain view if anyone looked up. And even if we made it to the end of the street, there’d be nowhere to go but down.” “What it comes down to is this,” Shiro said. “Any kind of breakout from this house is going to be a night- mare. As long as we sit tight they won’t move in, but as soon as we make a break for it everything is going to go straight to hell.” The seven of them stood in silence. Allandra looked around at their faces. Hiroshi and Jennifer were obviously worried. Shiro and Ichiro were looking down at the map as though they were hoping some solution would appear. Christopher was thinking. Allandra drew a deep breath. “Maybe we should wait for Michael to come back.” “No,” Ignis said instantly. “If it wasn’t for him, we wouldn’t even know they’d found us!” “He was just trying to flush us out so they could get us in the garden.” — Allandra turned to Shiro. “But you were just out there. If there had been anyone waiting outside the

alarm perimeter, you’d have spotted them, wouldn’t you?” Shiro looked between Allandra and Ignis. “Yes,” he finally said. “The nearest one is in the next street over, just like Michael said.” “Then Michael just came in to scope out the house before Vargas gets here,” Ignis said. “Or maybe he was going to try to follow us all the way back to Rokkaku and then bring in Vargas. I don’t know what he’s planning, but I do know that he’s lying.” “All right, Ig, I’m getting sick of this,” Allandra said angrily. “What have you got against Michael?” “He’s a lying little rat and I don’t trust him an inch. There’s no way he’s telling the truth about wanting to come and join us. If he wanted to do that he would have come with us years ago!” “Did it ever occur to you that he might have changed his mind?” “He wouldn’t.” “He might! He came with us before, for years — why shouldn’t he do it again? Why won’t you even think about it, Ig?” “Because I know he’s lying.” “No you don’t! You don’t know anything! You haven’t seen him in two years! You don’t have a clue about what’s happened to him, or what he’s gone through! For all you know he could—” “Enough!” Shiro said. “We don’t have time for this.”

“Do we know exactly when your father’s going to get here?” Hiroshi asked. “T don’t know,” Allandra said resentfully. “Michael just said sometime tomorrow. Of course, if he was here, we could just ask him. But since someone kicked him out without any way to contact him…” Ignis looked angrily at her. “Just because you want him to—” “Both of you be quiet,” Ichiro said. “You are not helping.” “Chris?” Jennifer asked hopefully. “Have you got any ideas?” “T think so,” Christopher said. All of them fell silent, turning to look at Christopher. “Let’s hear it,” Shiro said. Everyone knew that Christopher had a talent for strategy. Last year, it had been his plan that had broken Allandra out of Vargas’s house. Right now, Michael or no Michael, Allandra knew that Chris was their best chance of getting away. “Vargas can’t be all that keen on having a fight around here either,” Christopher said. “If they just bash in the door and attack, it’s going to be a mess. They don’t know what they’ll find inside, and if they start shooting Ally or Ignis might get hit. And Vargas wants you both alive, right?” Allandra nodded. “Right.” “OK,” Christopher said. “So what if we use that?

We act as though we don’t know anything’s happen- ing. We stay here tonight, and tomorrow morning we put on our uniforms and go to school at the usual time, like we don’t have a clue that they’re watching. As long as they think they’ve got the drop on us, they’re not going to do anything. They’re going to figure that they’ve got plenty of time to bring in more people, set everything up just right. If that’s what they think … then they’ll let us go into the school. Then they’ll have to wait outside.” Hiroshi brightened. “That’s right. They wouldn’t dare try anything in front of all the students and teachers.” Allandra sighed. “Hiroshi, you don’t know my father. Hell make some calls and talk to his contacts and he’ll walk right in through the front door. The teachers will give us to him.” Hiroshi wilted. “Oh.” “They won’t get the chance,” Christopher said. “Once we’ve got to the school we’ll have cover, and we can get help from Arthur and the others. We should be able to shake off most of Vargas’ men and get away.” “How?” Shiro asked. Christopher explained. The seven of them looked at each other. “It might work,” Allandra said slowly. Ichiro nodded. So did Hiroshi and Jennifer. “Let’s do it,” Shiro said. a

The seven of them had been given a lot of equipment when they left Rokkaku. Allandra had thought that it 7 was just for training, but now it occurred to her that Mr Oakley might have had something like this in mind. Jennifer and Ichiro started going through the climbing gear. Allandra followed Shiro and Christopher upstairs to see the two of them busy with a box full of test tubes and powders. “Chris, is that your chemistry stuff?” Allandra asked. “Uh, yeah.” “TI thought Mr Oakley got rid of it?” “I asked him to get a new one,” Shiro said. “A few weeks ago I asked Chris if he could make anything to give us an edge next time we ran up against Vargas. He laid in some supplies.” “So what are you going to do?” Allandra asked Christopher. “Blow up another melon?” “No, no.” Christopher was wearing safety goggles and gloves. Even so, he kept his face turned a little away as he measured out some silver ribbon and dark powder. “That was a permanganate mixture. They produce too much kinetic energy. The active ingredient for this one is magnesium. I think as long as it burns fast enough, all of the energy should be released as visible light without a concussion.” Allandra looked dubiously at him. “So why are you acting as though it’s going to blow up in your face?”
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Christopher hesitated. “Well, I might have got it wrong.” Allandra sighed. “Great.” She walked back out into the hall. A soft footstep behind her was the signal that Shiro had followed. “What are our chances?” Allandra asked without turning around. “It depends on Vargas,” Shiro said. “As long as he thinks he can take his time and trap us, we’ve got a chance. If he just sends his men in … it’s going to get messy.” He paused, then went on. “It’s the wild card I’m worried about, Ally. Your brother. What’s he up to?” Allandra leaned on the banister without answering. Shiro walked to her side. “You know him better than anyone. Is he telling the truth?” “I don’t know,” Allandra said. She desperately wanted to be able to say yes. If Michael really did want to join them, if he really had turned away from Vargas, then at last she could have her brother back. It was what she had joined Rokkaku for — for all three of them to be away and safe from her father. But there was another, warier side of Allandra that held back. It was because she wanted so badly to believe Michael that she hesitated to do it. Michael knew that this was what she wanted. Was he playing on it, using it to manipulate her? Allandra had been
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caught once because of Michael. She wasn’t going to fall for the same trick again. But if it wasn’t a trick, then by turning him down she’d be betraying him in the most terrible way she possibly could… Allandra turned away, holding her face in her hands so hard that her nails dug white marks into her skin. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. This is horrible!” Allandra felt Shiro’s hands at her wrists. He gently pulled them down. Allandra looked up into his nar- row, serious face, wishing he could solve this problem for her. Then Shiro dropped his eyes and spoke without looking at her. “Ally. As long as we don’t know — know for sure — that Michael’s not working for your father, we can’t take him back to Rokkaku. Ze’ev and Mr Morimoto probably wouldn’t even let us back into the valley. And they’d be right. If Michael can give us any help to get out of this trap, we’ll take it. But we can’t take him back with us.” Shiro hesitated. “Tm sorry.” Allandra said nothing. Shiro stayed a little longer, then went back to help Christopher. Allandra was left alone on the landing, thinking unhappy thoughts. Then she shook herself. She had work to do as well. Allandra went downstairs, borrowed Jennifer’s mobile
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phone, then went up to her room and shut the door. Digging through her backpack, she found the slip of paper Mr Oakley had given to her in September. Allandra rang the first number, the same one on which she’d been checking in with Mr Oakley every week. After five rings, the voicemail service clicked in. She hung up and tried again. Same result. If there was ever a time that Allandra had hated Rokkaku’s isolation, this was it. Mr Oakley was in his study, out of phone and radio contact. Allandra wasn’t due to call in until tomorrow — and by then it would be too late. Allandra looked down at the second number Mr Oakley had given her. He had said it was for emergencies. I’d say this qualifies, Allandra thought. She dialled. There was a click and an artificially cheery voice piped up. “Welcome to the Vodafone voicemail service! I’m sorry, but the person you are calling is not available! Please leave a message, and your time and date of calling—” “Oh, shut up,” Allandra said. “You’re the last thing I want to listen to right now.” “To re-record your message, please press 1! Thank you for calling!” Beep. Allandra composed herself. “Hello, this is Allandra. We need some help. Vargas’s men have found us and they’re surrounding the house. Michael, Pete and Tav are somewhere outside, too. Vargas isn’t there yet, but —

he’s coming. All seven of us are here in the house. We’re going to try to make it to school tomorrow — morning and escape from there.” Allandra hesitated. “I don’t know who you are, but if you get this, we could really use some help. Fast. Thanks.” Allandra hung up and stared down at the phone. She wondered who was on the other end, and if there was anyone there at all. Then she put it all out of her mind and went down- stairs. Right now it was cat and mouse again, and she needed all her attention on the present to survive.

It was a long night. Christopher kept on working on his chemistry formulas. The rest of them kept a rotating watch on the windows and did what little preparation was needed. Choosing what to take was the hardest part. Everyone had agreed that they couldn’t carry more than they usually took to school each day — it would look too suspicious, and weight would soon be a hindrance. For all the danger upon them, Allandra soon found out what she’d learned years ago — you couldn’t stay keyed up for ever. After a few hours, she started yawning. “You should rest,” Ichiro said from the other end of the living room. Allandra yawned again as she turned away from the


	



window. Jennifer, Hiroshi, and Ignis were all sleeping in the middle of the room. “Are you sure?” “T’ll keep an eye on things,” Ichiro said. “Try to sleep.” “I guess you’re right. Thanks, Ichiro.” Allandra curled up on the floor and relaxed. The last thing she saw before her eyes closed was Ichiro standing straight and tall with his arms folded, looking out into the night.

It was cold and the trees whipped in the wind. Allandra laughed as she ran up the hill. She turned under a great oak and called down to her brother, “You can’t catch me!” Below, climbing slowly and clumsily, Michael looked up and grinned. “I don’t need to.” He lifted up his hand, holding Allandra’s own beating heart. Allandra put her hands to her chest to find it gaping and open. Michael’s fingers squeezed the heart and Allandra fell to her knees, racked by a terrible pain. Unable to see or breathe, she could feel Michael’s foot- steps coming closer. His claws sank into her shoulders and she was lifted up. Michael smiled at her, his mouth coming open to reveal pointed teeth. Allandra came awake with a gasp, jerking up to grab at her chest. Panting, short of breath, she looked down at her hands. They were clean and pale. There was no blood on them.

“Ally?” Allandra looked up to see Shiro looking at her, surprise and alarm on his face. “What’s wrong?” Allandra looked around. The first light of dawn was showing through the living room windows. All around, their bags were scattered where they had packed them last night. Next to her, Jennifer was yawning and rubbing her eyes. She took a deep breath, feeling her heartbeat slowing. “Just a bad dream.” Shiro looked at her questioningly. When Allandra said nothing else, he nodded slowly. “OK. Every- thing’s ready. We leave in an hour.” They sat together in silence as the sun crept up above the horizon. Finally Ichiro looked at his watch. “Tt’s time.” They assembled in the hallway. “Goodbye, house,” Christopher said wistfully, looking up at it.. “Everyone double-check your equipment,” Shiro said. “Remember we can’t go back. Do you all have what you need?” “All OK,” Jennifer replied. “Got it,” Ignis said. Allandra nodded. Shiro took a breath. “Then we’re good to go. Good luck, everybody.” “Ganbatte,” Ichiro said. They walked out.
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“I don’t see them,” Jennifer said quietly as they descended the steps. “They’re not that dumb,” Ignis said. “They’ll be at the ends of the road, around the corners.” “Don’t turn your head,” Shiro said, for Jennifer had started to look. “Remember, we’re just a bunch of normal children going to school. We don’t think anything is wrong.” They drew closer to the end of the road. “If they’re going to jump us, it’ll be here,” Christopher said. “If they do, stick together,” Shiro said quietly. “There’s no point in scattering when we’re out- numbered.” But they turned the corner with nothing happening. “I can see three of them behind us,” Ignis said without turning around. Hiroshi looked back out of the corner of his eye at the three men walking slowly along the street a little way back. “Those guys? How do you know?” “We grew up around men like that,” Allandra

said. “tf they were going for a snatch, they’d be RIGREr; though. I think they’re just tailing.” As they drew closer to the main road, more people appeared on the streets, and Allandra breathed a little easier. It looked as though Christopher’s guess had been right. Vargas always preferred to do things smoothly — why bother with a kidnapping when you could get your friends in the Department of Education to arrange for the children to be given to you? Jennifer dropped back next to Allandra. “Do you know what you’re going to do about Michael?” she whispered. “No,” Allandra whispered back, glancing to her side where Ignis was walking. “I can’t take him with me - and I don’t want to leave him behind.” “But everything Michael’s told us has been true so far, hasn’t it?” Jennifer whispered. “They weren’t waiting out in the back garden and they’re acting like they don’t know that we’re here. Doesn’t that prove he really is on our side?” Allandra bit her lip. “I know it sounds right. But unless I’m sure…” They turned into the street leading down to Waybury School. “Can anyone see Arthur?” Ignis asked. “No, just what looks like more of your father’s

men,” Shiro said. “Those two on the right, Ignis?”

Ignis nodded. “They’ve got a net around the school.” They kept walking. Their watchers kept their distance as the seven of them passed through the gate of Waybury School and into the yard. Allandra let out a breath. They were safe — for now. “How many of them are there?” Ichiro asked. “It won’t matter,” Christopher said. “As long as we can make it across…” “That’s a job for Arthur,” Ignis said. “Time to find him. OK, Hiroshi, ready for some fun?” Hiroshi gave a sigh. “It wouldn’t make any differ- ence if I said no, would it?” “We’ll wait for you in the changing rooms,” Shiro said. “If anything goes wrong, use the alarm. And—” “Yeah, yeah, stay out of sight and be careful.” Ignis grinned. “Teach your grandmother, Shiro. We’ve been doing this since for ever. Come on, Hiroshi.” They left. Shiro looked at Allandra, and both rolled their eyes.

The changing rooms were on the first floor of the school, out of the way of the main corridors. At this hour, they were empty. Allandra and Jennifer took the girls’ one. As soon as she was inside Allandra stripped off her uniform and tossed it onto the bench, sighing in relief. “Oh, that’s better.” “Tell me about it,” Jennifer said. She dropped the burgundy tie with a shudder. “I’m never wearing

anything purple again for as long as I live. Or a tie.” Allandra went into her bag and began dressing in _ the clothes she preferred: a thin top and close-fitting trousers, flexible and light. A pair of trainers finished the outfit. She would have felt more comfortable in tabi, but they were going to attract enough attention already… Jennifer slung the backpack with the climbing gear over her shoulders. “Ready?” There was a knock at the door. “Ally, Jen?” It was Shiro’s voice. “We’ve got a problem.” Allandra opened the door fast and stepped out with. Jennifer into the corridor. Shiro was waiting. “What’s wrong?” “It’s your brother,” Shiro said. “I just went to check the corridors and he’s here, working his way through the school. He must be looking for us.” Allandra took a deep breath. It wasn’t good news, but it wasn’t a surprise, either. “All right. I’ll meet him. Where is he?” Shiro measured her with his eyes, then nodded. “Left corridor, one flight up.” They went up the stairs. The school was beginning to fill with students, and many of them gave Allandra and Jennifer curious looks. Shiro stopped just before the doors. “He’s just through there.” “You don’t have to meet him, Ally,” Jennifer said, concerned.

Allandra just shook her head. “T’ll be fine.” She started to move, but paused when she felt Shiro’s hand on her arm. “If it’s a trap, call out,” Shiro said quietly. “Remember, we still don’t know whose side your brother is really on.” Allandra took a breath, nodded, then pushed through the door. Michael was coming right down the corridor towards her. His eyes lit up as he saw her. “Ally!” : Allandra strode towards him, keeping her voice low. “What are you doing here?” “I needed to warn you.” Michael’s face was anxious. “Vargas is here. He just.arrived ten minutes ago. He went straight to the headmistress.” Allandra swore. “He doesn’t waste any time, does he? Michael, get out. This whole place is about to go up like a firework.” “IT don’t care. I just want to get away with you. I know you’ve got something planned. Can’t you take me with you? Please?” Michael’s tilted blue eyes gazed into Allandra’s, beseeching. To Allandra’s surprise she realised she was looking up to meet his gaze, not down. Michael had finally grown taller than her. Allandra looked at Michael, then looked back along the corridor and dropped her head. “T can’t. ’’m sorry. Michael, it’s not just me any

more. There are others. I can’t put them in danger.” Michael stood in silence. “You don’t trust me, do | you?” he said at last. Allandra didn’t reply. “Then promise me one thing.” Michael looked at her intently. “When you do get out of here — when you find out that I’ve been telling you the truth — come back to me.” He held out a scrap of paper. “This is my mobile number. Once you’re safe, call me. Then maybe — maybe you’ll believe me. And I can go with you.” Allandra hesitated, then nodded. “All right. If we get away safely.” She took the number. “Good luck.” Michael took a step away, then hesitated. “I’m glad I could see you again.” “Me too,” Allandra said, and found that she meant it. For a moment she wanted to hug her brother, but Michael turned and walked away quickly. Allandra watched him disappear down the corridor. She returned to the stairwell to see Shiro and Jennifer. “What did he say?” Jennifer asked. “Vargas just arrived,” Allandra said. “We’d better hurry.” “Did he say anything else?” Shiro asked. Allandra pushed the paper into her pocket. “No.”

Ignis and Hiroshi walked along the third-floor corridor, scanning the crowds and classrooms. “Do you see Arthur?” Ignis asked Hiroshi in a low voice.

“No,” Hiroshi said. “Do you think he’s in the other building?” Ignis cursed. “I sure as hell hope not. We can’t cross the yard without them spotting us.” He thought for a couple of seconds. “We’ll wait at Miss Elsworth’s classroom.” They found their place and waited. Time seemed to be passing too quickly and too slowly at the same time. Ignis checked his watch every thirty seconds. Registration was due in five minutes. They needed Arthur and the others. If they couldn’t find them… “Ignis?” Hiroshi asked. “What?” “Why don’t you trust Michael?” Ignis was silent for a minute. “It doesn’t feel right.” Hiroshi scratched his head. “What do you mean?” Ignis wasn’t good at giving explanations. When Michael had walked into their house he had acted on instinct. He hadn’t really listened to his brother — only to the voice inside his own head which had said danger. Now he tried to put it into words. “It doesn’t feel right,” he said again, slowly. “Back when it was the three of us living with Vargas, Michael did what we told him. He did what Vargas told him, as well. Whoever was the strongest person around. He never really believed in escaping the way Ally and I did — he only did it because of us. But now all of a sudden he’s acting like he’s desperate to get away.”

“Maybe he needed you around to try it?” Ignis shook his head, dissatisfied. “He’s still not — acting right. Look, Michael is terrified of our father. If he was doing this for real, he’d be scared half out of his mind. But he’s not acting scared at all. Something’s wrong.” Hiroshi considered it. “So what does he really want?” “I don’t know. But I’m not turning my back on him till I do.” Ignis straightened up suddenly. “There they are!” Arthur, Sani, Jason and Chalky were running down the corridor towards them. “Hey, Paul!” Arthur called. Ignis beckoned them towards him quickly. “Hey,” Arthur said, lowering his voice as he walked up. “My father wanted me to give you a message. You know how you wanted to know if anyone was asking questions about you? Well, just last night, these guys came around—” “Trust me, we know all about it,” Ignis said. “Art, Jason, all of you, listen up. We need your help. There’s a gang of men around the school right now, and they’re after us. We have to get away.” “But who’s after you?” Sani asked. Ignis told him, giving them the thirty-second version. Arthur’s jaw dropped. “You’te serious? How are you going to get away?”

Ignis told him that, too. All four of them stared at Ignis and Hiroshi. “You’re kidding,” Arthur finally said. “Nope.” “Man, you guys are nuts!” “We just need you to get through and tie the other end rope,” Ignis said. “Can you do it?” Arthur and the others looked at each other, then grinned. “Hell yeah!” Arthur said. “We wouldn’t miss this for anything!” Ignis let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks, guys. OK, the signal is the fire alarm. Once you get to the industrial estate, just listen for it. And stay out of sight. You don’t want to mess with these guys, OK?” They nodded, sobered. “Paul?” Arthur asked. “Are you ever going to come back?” “I don’t know,” Ignis said simply. “I hope so.” Arthur nodded. “OK.” They turned and started for the nearest stairway. Ignis and Hiroshi headed down quickly. Shiro met them at the doors to the changing rooms. “Are we clear?” Ignis asked. “We had a visitor,” Shiro said, handing Ignis his exercise clothes. “I’ll fill you in later.” Ignis changed fast. Nearby, Christopher was priming the results of last night’s chemistry work. He had four small wrapped packages and four larger canisters. Handling them carefully, he slipped them

into a shoulder bag one after another. The seven of them assembled outside. 3 “Is everything ready?” Shiro asked. “Arthur and the others are getting there right now,” Ignis said. “Our equipment is ready,” Ichiro said. “Let’s do it,” Shiro said. There was a hushed feeling about the school, as though something was waiting to happen. With most of the students in registration, the corridors were almost empty. As they climbed the stairs, Ignis felt uneasy. They reached the second-floor corridor. A door opened in front of them. Ignis tensed. Out stepped Penelope Sloane. There was a collective groan from all seven of them. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Christopher said in Japanese. Penelope Sloane turned towards them and bright- ened. “Oh, there you are! I was just looking for you.” | “Look, we’re kind of busy .. .” Allandra began. “It’s very good that I met you here,” Penelope Sloane continued, ignoring her. “I’ve just been told .. .” She paused. “Why aren’t you wearing your uniforms?” “Tt’s a new fashion trend,” Jennifer said. “Listen, it’s been great, but we’ve got to run. We’d like to say how good your school is and what a great job you’re doing,

except we’d be lying, so we’ll just say goodbye and hope you don’t make things any worse than you have already. Let’s catch up sometime, like in twenty or thirty years. Oh, and for the record? Your school sucks, your students hate you and your clothes are ugly.” Penelope Sloane stood with her mouth open. Everyone turned to stare at Jennifer. “What?” Jennifer said. “Like you haven’t all been wanting to tell her that for weeks.” “I would have left out the part about her clothes,” Ichiro said. The door to the headmistress’s office opened again. Allandra’s eyes tracked. it and widened suddenly. “Guys! We have to—” Three people walked out into the corridor, finishing a conversation. The first was the deputy head teacher of Waybury School. The second was Tav, Vargas’s second-in-command, a smooth, snake-like man wear- ing expensive clothes. The third was Vargas himself. Ignis and Allandra’s father was tall and strongly built, with an animal grace. Blue eyes and dark brown hair framed a face that was — at the moment — friendly and charming. He was speaking to the deputy head: “… been so hectic that it’s terribly hard for me to ~ reach London. But since I was in the neighbourhood I thought I could finally come and sort things out.” He turned to face them and smiled. “Oh hello, Paul,

Anna. Did you have a nice time while I was gone?” “Chris!” Shiro said in Japanese. “Fire in the hole!” Chris had one of his wrapped packages in his hand. “Cover your eyes!” he called in Japanese, and threw it. Tav had just started to move when the package struck the floor between him, Vargas and Penelope Sloane. The magnesium powder within the bomb exploded into pure white light. There was no heat and almost no sound, but the flash was brighter than the sun. Penelope Sloane screamed. Ignis opened his eyes to see her, Vargas and the others holding their eyes, momentarily blinded. “Get to the roof!” Shiro shouted. Christopher fished a canister out of his bag and threw that too. It bounced off the wall and started spewing out a cloud of grey smoke. Then Shiro had grabbed his arm and all were running. Christopher found the time to throw another smoke grenade on the landing of the stairwell. As Ignis raced up the stairs he saw that the landing below had dis- appeared in a grey cloud. A few passing students gaped as they dashed down the fifth floor and stopped under the maintenance trapdoor. Ichiro grabbed a nearby desk and put it underneath. Shiro jumped up and broke the lock with one blow. “Hurry!” Allandra said, looking anxiously back down the corridor.

Shiro pushed back the trapdoor, grabbed both edges of the hole and vaulted up. Allandra went up next. The others followed. “Tenis, the signal!” Ichiro called. Ignis nodded. He took one step towards the fire alarm and broke it. The bell burst into noise, a denen clang-clang- clang echoing through the school. Students began to poke their heads out of classrooms, turning to stare at them as they disappeared up through the trapdoor. Ignis was last. He could hear running footsteps and shouting from the direction of the stairs. He came up into sunlight and blue sky. A cold, fresh wind was blowing across the heights of London, ruffling their clothes and hair. All around them were rooftops. They were standing on the very top of Waybury School. Ignis ran to the edge of the roof, his feet crunching on the gravel. The fire bell carried on ringing, its sound bouncing off the buildings around them. He looked across and below to see Arthur and the others on the roof of the warehouse that led into the industrial estate. Ignis’ heart gave a leap. They were almost there. “You two are the climbers,” Shiro was saying to Allandra and Jennifer, unslinging the coil of rope he had been carrying. “We’ll handle it,” Allandra said. “Ichiro, will you throw?” Jennifer asked. Ichiro —

nodded, taking out the nylon cord. Jennifer looked at Ignis and Shiro. “Guys, keep them off our backs for five minutes, OK?” Ignis grinned. “No problem.” He walked with Shiro back to the open hatch. Hiroshi and Christopher were already there, crouching on either side. | Ignis could hear sounds from below. Shiro put a finger to his lips. Ignis nodded. There was the scrape of boots, then a gruff voice: “Did they go up there?” Shiro beckoned to Hiroshi. Hiroshi silently un- wrapped the hanbos he had been carrying and passed them out to Ignis and the others. Ignis spun the hanbo in his hand, feeling its weight. A hanbo was a simple length of wood, about a metre long and four centi- metres thick. It didn’t look like much, but it could hit very hard and very fast. Ignis heard Vargas’ voice. “Alex. Go look.” There was a scrabbling from below. Ignis cocked the hanbo expectantly. A pair of hands appeared on the edges of the trapdoor, then Alex’s head came into view. He was a stupid-looking man in his twenties with a fat face. His eyes had just enough time to widen before Ignis’s hanbo hit him in the side of the head with a satisfying crack that vibrated down his arms. A split second later, Shiro’s hanbo came down on the fingers of Alex’s right hand where they gripped the trapdoor. Alex vanished from sight with a cry. There was a thump, then a crash

and some shouts. Ignis listened with a grin, then leaned forward to the edge of the trapdoor. “One-nil, Dad,” he called. “Your move.” There was a moment’s silence from below, then a familiar laugh. “Ignis,” Vargas said. “Well, well. You’ve certainly gotten more resourceful. Or was this all done by your new friends?” Ignis laughed back. “Fishing for information? If you want to find out more, come up and take a look for yourself.” He looked back over his shoulder. Allandra was busy tying the rope to a nest of pipes. Jennifer and Ichiro were tying the cord to the rope and attaching a weighted rod to the end. Smart move, Ignis thought, tying them together. That way, if the first throw misses, they can’t lose them even if it all goes over the edge. “Why should I have to?” Vargas replied, his voice easy and confident. “I know the names you all used — Paul. I know how long you’ve been here, I know what you’ve been up to. Miss Sloane was very cooperative once I mentioned the names of some people I know in the Department of Education. And I know where you are now. What else would I want to know about? Oh, I suppose it might be interesting to hear the story of why you came here in the first place, but we’ll have plenty of time in the future to talk about that. I am curious, though. Why did you decide to come back to London? Homesick?” “You wish,” Ignis snapped. Vargas laughed again.

Suddenly Ignis was suspicious. Vargas was being too friendly. He was planning something. Ignis beckoned Shiro over. “Js there another way up onto the roof?” he whispered in Japanese. “A second trapdoor,” Shiro whispered, pointing. “Just over—” He stopped. The trapdoor he was point- ing at, twenty metres to their right, was wobbling. Shiro signalled to Hiroshi. Hiroshi nodded, his face pale. The two of them started moving. Trained by countless hours on the grass and dead twigs of the Rokkaku forest, their steps were silent as they crept to the trapdoor. Behind them, Allandra, Jennifer and Ichiro had finished tying the ropes. Ichiro stood and took hold of the weighted rod. Jennifer arranged the coil of nylon cord behind him. Ichiro held the rod out in front of him for a moment, then took a couple of running steps and threw it with a powerful overarm swing. It whipped away into the sky, flipping over and over, the cord uncoiling behind it. Then it disappeared below the line of the roof, falling towards the warehouse. Ignis hoped Ichiro had got it far enough. “Well, I’m sure you’ve got your reasons,” Vargas said from below. “I’m just glad that you did come, so we have this chance to talk. I’ve been wondering for months how the two of you were getting along. Did you enjoy your time here at the school?” To the right, the trapdoor popped open. Ignis could

imagine Vargas, standing below, directing his men with hand signals while he spoke to Ignis. Shiro and Hiroshi took position on either side of the trapdoor, their hanbos drawn back. Ignis grinned and turned back again. “Oh, it was great. Real educational. But I think it’s time we were going.” “What’s the rush?” Vargas said. Ignis could imagine his wolf’s smile. “Stay awhile.” “No thanks.” “But there’s so much more for you to do here. In fact, I know you could come to enjoy living in London, with a little … persuasion.” Vargas laughed. “Especially your sister. Where is she, by the way? I’d love to talk to her.” Ignis looked back at Allandra. The cord was being pulled through Allandra, Jennifer and Ichiro’s hands as they stood on the edge of the roof, paying it out. Arthur and the others must have caught it first try. As Ignis watched, the last of the cord vanished and Allandra and Jennifer started paying out the rope. “She’s busy,” Ignis said. “That wasn’t a request, Ignis.” As Vargas spoke, a man’s head and shoulders appeared at the second trapdoor. Shiro and Hiroshi swung. There was a double crack, a groan and a crash. “Two-nil,” Ignis said, smiling. “Your move.” | There was a brief silence, then Vargas spoke again. This time all the pretence was gone from his voice. It

was hard and dangerous. “All right, Ignis, I’m through _ playing games. You, your sister and all of your friends are going to get down off that roof right now. Then we are going to quietly walk back home and you are going to tell me everything I want to know. If you make me come up and get you I am going to make you pay for it. You and Allandra think that you’re safe from me because I want you alive and in one piece. You think that I won’t risk killing you, no matter how angry you make me. But there’s something you’ve forgotten. I want the two of you alive, but your friends don’t qualify. If I have to catch the two of you, then I am going to catch your friends as well. Then I am going to slice them open a piece at a time and let the blood drip onto your faces. And I won’t stop until both you and Allandra have screamed loudly enough to con- vince me — truly convince me — that the two of you are going to be my obedient servants. Do you understand me, Ignis?” Ignis’s heart was cold. He knew Vargas meant it. Christopher was looking at Ignis, fear on his face. Ignis threw another look over his shoulder. Ichiro had finished paying out the rope. He and Jennifer were standing, watching, while Arthur and the others worked out of sight to secure the rope at the other end. Allandra was taking out the rider hooks. Hurry up, Ally, Ignis thought silently, then turned back again. He leaned in close to the trapdoor.

“Then I’ll give you something to think about,” Ignis said in a low voice. “You need to take us alive to play your twisted games. And if I have the choice of being your obedient servant or dying, then the last thing I do with my life is going to be to make damn sure I mess up your plans one last time.” There was a moment’s silence. When Vargas spoke again his voice was calmer. “Come on now, Ignis. That’s a little over the top, isn’t it? Let’s talk. The teachers aren’t going to bother us. Why don’t we try discussing this for a change? I ’don’t know about you, but I’m a little tired of this endless game of cat and mouse. I’d be willing to give you a good deal of what you and your sister wanted, as long as you came home.” At the edge of the roof, Jennifer turned and signalled. The zip-line was ready. Jennifer sat down on the edge of the roof, took one of Allandra’s riding hooks and attached it to the rope. She took a deep breath and then pushed off, vanishing from sight. Ignis held his breath. He could see the end of the rope vibrating as Jennifer slid down. Ichiro and Allandra watched tensely for five seconds, then turned and high-fived each other. Ichiro took a second riding hook and got ready. Allandra turned towards them and beckoned. Ichiro sat and pushed off, disappearing. The rope started vibrating again. “Ignis?” Vargas said. “Are you there?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Ignis said as he signalled to Shiro and Hiroshi. They moved to join Allandra. Hiroshi went next, then Shiro. Ignis turned to Christopher and whispered to him in Japanese. Christopher nodded. Ignis gave Allandra the sign to go. She shook her head and beckoned. You first. Ignis gestured angrily. Just go! “What do you say?” Vargas asked. Allandra put the last two riding hooks on the ground and pointed to them. Ignis nodded. Then Allandra sat on the edge of the roof, clipped her hook to the rope and pushed off. Ignis waited until the rope had stopped vibrating, then turned back to the trapdoor. “I think you can go to hell,” Ignis said. “And take this with you.” Ignis signalled to Christopher and Christopher threw a magnesium bomb down through the trapdoor. A brilliant burst of light flashed up and shouts came from below. Christopher threw in a smoke grenade as well, a second one for good measure, and ran for the edge of the roof. Ignis followed, backing away. Behind him, he heard Christopher fix his riding hook and get ready. “Don’t wait up!” Christopher called and jumped. Ignis kept his eyes on the trapdoors. A head appeared at the second one and Ignis threw his hanbo. It flipped over and over, dropping into the hole. The

head disappeared. Ignis turned, grabbed the last riding hook and looked down. He was about twenty metres up. Below, the school yard was filled with students the size of ants. The black rope of the zip-line traced over it, running down to the roof of the warehouse across and below. Christopher was just stepping off at the far end to join Arthur and the others. All of them were waving to him. “Here goes nothing,” Ignis muttered. He fixed the hook to the line, took a good grip with both hands on the loop of rope attached to the hook, sat on the edge of the roof and pushed off hard. There was a jerk on the line as he dropped and for a second Ignis bounced, clinging on for dear life as he hung in space. Then the riding hook began to whirr and he was moving, faster and faster through the air. Ignis looked down and had the brief image of hundreds of students staring up at him. He saw Miss Elsworth, Penelope Sloane, the South Street gang, dozens of others, all watching him open-mouthed. Then Ignis looked forward again and saw the warehouse growing bigger and bigger in front of him. The other end of the rope was tied to a ventilator on the roof, but Shiro and Allandra caught him before he could hit it. Ignis landed on the roof with both feet. The ride had lasted less than ten seconds. “Arthur, you guys!” he called to Arthur and the other three, who were standing by the staircase by

which they’d reached the warehouse roof and provided the other end of the escape route. “Time to go!” “Take the stairs!” Allandra called, untying the rope and casting it off down into the road below. It fell away out of sight. “They won’t go after you!” “Good luck!” Arthur shouted and the four of them waved. Ignis and the rest waved back, then they were running again. Ignis looked back as they ran, weaving between the blocks and ventilators on top of the warehouse, and grinned. Silhouetted against the morning sky, a line of figures were visible on the school roof behind them. Ignis recognised the shapes of Vargas and Tav. By the time they made it across the crowded school yard and up onto the warehouse roof, Ignis and Allandra would have vanished into the industrial area. They jumped a narrow alley to a second warehouse and climbed a ladder to a factory roof. On the other side they went down again towards a glassworks by jumping from pipe to pipe. Then Ignis heard Allandra say “More?” Ignis landed on the roof of the glassworks and looked up. Three figures were just coming up the ladder at the far end of the roof. The one in the middle was Pete. Ignis swore. “Damn it. How did he get in front of us?” “Shiro,” Allandra said uncertainly, “we—”

“No time. We go through them,” Shiro said and charged. Ignis was right behind him. The seven of them fanned out as they ran, hitting the three men as the last - of them stepped off the ladder. Ignis had already picked out Pete as his target. Grizzled, scarred and mean, Pete was Vargas’s enforcer, and Ignis had always hated him. Pete saw Ignis coming and showed his teeth. He stood with his hands spread, waiting. Ignis slammed into Pete hard, trying to overwhelm him. For a second Pete was off balance, and that was long enough. Ignis hit him twice in the body, once in the head and twice more in the side while Pete was still recovering. They were all good blows, enough to stun someone of Ignis’s size. Unfortunately, Pete wasn’t Ignis’s size. He was a good fifteen kilos heavier, and he had been fighting back-alley brawls before Ignis was born. As Ignis came in for a throw, Pete grabbed Ignis and swung at him. Ignis managed to dodge the first blow, but the second crashed into his stomach like a hammer. While he was struggling for breath, the next blow hit him in the head, making his vision explode in grey flashes. When Ignis’s eyes cleared he realised that he was on the ground. Just in front of him, Allandra was wrestling with Pete from behind, trying to choke him. Pete spun with a speed that belied his bulk, catching Allandra across the face with a backfist. The force of

the blow knocked Allandra off her feet, sending her rolling over and over on the roof. | But as Ignis looked around he saw that the other two men weren’t as good. The first one was lying at Shiro, Christopher and Jennifer’s feet. The other was struggling on the edge of the roof with Hiroshi and Ichiro. He swung at Ichiro and Ichiro ducked, came up behind the man, took him by the shoulders and yanked him backwards. The man wavered on the edge of the roof for a moment before falling with a scream. Pete looked up to see he was outnumbered seven to one. With a curse he reached into his jacket for his gun. Christopher saw the movement and acted instantly. Calling out in Japanese, “Eyes!”, he threw his last magnesium bomb. Ignis got his eyes shut just in time as the bomb flared into light between him and Pete. When Ignis opened his eyes again Pete was bent over and rubbing at his eyes with his left hand. But his right hand still held the automatic. Snarling, he pointed it blindly in the direction he had last seen Christopher. With a shout Ignis lunged. Shiro and Allandra were there with him. Pete’s gun fired three times, then wildly into the air as Allandra and Shiro cut his legs out. He hit the ground hard and Shiro sent the gun skittering away across the roof. Ignis kicked Pete in the head until he stopped moving. Then Ignis heard Allandra gasp. He turned around and his heart went cold. Christopher was half lying on

the ground, supported by Jennifer. His eyes were wide. Blood was leaking from his arm and chest. “Oh God, Chris,” Jennifer was saying. “Are you all right?” “Oh no,” Ignis said softly. The six of them stood around Christopher. Ignis had a horrible feeling of paralysis as he watched the blood drip. He didn’t know what to do. “Chris?” Jennifer’s voice was high and scared. “Can you hear me?” ; “Yes,” Christopher said, a little breathless. “It’s OK, I think—” He moved and sucked in a breath. “More of them will be on us,” Ichiro said urgently. “We have to keep moving!” “Ignis, behind you!” Hiroshi said. Ignis spun. On top of the factory behind them, a young woman was standing. She jumped, landed and rolled, coming up in a single movement like a Rokkaku student. Ignis snapped into a fighting stance as she ran towards them. She was in her mid-twenties and quite beautiful, with golden-blonde hair, fair skin and tilted blue eyes. She looked almost like an older version of Allandra. As she came closer she raised her hands. “It’s all right, Ignis.” Her voice was soft and steady. “I’m here to help you.” “Who are you and—” Ignis began, when he heard Allandra gasp. He turned to see that she was looking

at the woman, wide-eyed. “It’s you,” Allandra said. “I know your Voice. It’s you, isn’t it?” The woman nodded. “Yes. It’s me.” “How do you know her?” Ignis asked. “My name’s Jessica,” the woman said, “but there isn’t time to explain. Allandra, the message you left? I was the one who got it. Mr Oakley’s told me every- thing.” “What message?” Ignis said, looking at Allandra. “Do you know her?” Allandra took one breath, then nodded. “It’s OK. She’s on our side.” It was a measure of how closely the seven of them trusted each other that everyone accepted Allandra’s word without questioning. “Can you help us?” Shiro asked. “Yes,” Jessica said. “Follow me.” Shiro and Jennifer helped Christopher to his feet. “It’s OK, I can walk—” Christopher began, then gave a gasp of pain and nearly fell. “Give him to me,” Ichiro said. Jennifer stepped away and Ichiro simply lifted Christopher and carried him. Jessica was pointing them to a fire escape to one side of the roof. “Where are we going?” Shiro said as they began climbing down the steps. “T’ve got a van waiting a mile south of here,” Jessica began.

“And that’s your plan?” Ignis said, keeping a wary eye on Ichiro and Christopher as they hurried down. “Listen, lady, maybe you aren’t that clear on who we’re dealing with, but those guys,” he pointed back with his thumb, “are going to be on us in three minutes, tops.” Jessica smiled. All of a sudden she looked a lot less pretty and a lot more dangerous. “Don’t worry, Ignis. I know who we’re dealing with.” She stepped off the fire escape and pointed down the alley.. “We’re catching a lift.” The alley opened into a storage area. Blue cargo containers, each two metres high and made of corrugated metal, were stacked in a huge pile to their left. Cranes and loading machinery were scattered around. To the right was a wall. Jessica led them straight towards it. Ignis ran to it, jumped to the top and looked down. Below were railway lines. A train full of freight cars was sitting idle. Ignis grinned. “Oh, I get it.” He beckoned to the others. “Come on, guys!” Ichiro and Jennifer jumped up to the wall next to Ignis and began to help Christopher over. Christopher’s strength was fading visibly and he was finding it harder to move. He slumped over the top and began to slip. Shiro vaulted over onto the railway car and caught him from below.

There was the sound of running feet. “We’ve got company,” Jessica said. She sounded calm, almost businesslike. Ichiro was lowering Christopher while Hiroshi and Jennifer flanked him. Jessica took cover behind a forklift and Ignis and Allandra ran to her side. Jessica took out a small-calibre handgun and knelt by the edge of the forklift, sighting on the mouth of the alley. She didn’t handle the gun the way Ignis had seen Pete and Tav do it: her arms were fully extended and her eyes fixed on the target point. It looked like one of their kamae. The running footsteps got louder. “Keep your heads down,” Jessica said absently without moving her eyes. “Are the others on the train yet?” Ignis snatched a glance back. Ichiro was the only one still in sight. “Come on!” he called to Ignis in Japanese, then dropped behind the wall. “Yes,” Ignis said. “Get ready to follow,” Jessica murmured. Suddenly two of Vargas’s men burst out from the alley. Jessica fired, the handgun making a sharp crack. One of the men cried out and fell. The other skidded to a halt, turned and ducked back into the alley. Shouts came from all around them. “There’ll be more,” Allandra said urgently. “T know,” Jessica said. The man she’d shot was crawling painfully back towards the mouth of the

alley. Jessica sighted carefully and fired again. He jerked and stopped moving. “Ally!” Jennifer’s voice came up faintly from over the wall. “We’re on the train!” Jessica didn’t move. “Um, shouldn’t we be going?” Ignis asked. “Not yet,” Jessica said. “You don’t want them to get a clear shot at us, do you?” Ignis heard more running feet from the alley, then the mutter of voices. Jessica’s gun stayed steady. There was a flicker of movement and Jessica fired. Chips of stone flew away from the corner of the wall and the man who had stuck his head out pulled it back in quickly. There was a hiss of metal and a rumble from below. “Ally!” Jennifer shouted again, a note of panic in her voice. “Come on!” “Uh, Jessica…” Allandra began. “Wait,” Jessica said. The rumble grew louder. In front of them, someone stuck a gun around the alley corner and started firing. Ignis and Allandra ducked behind the forklift. Bullets flew wild around them, whining through the air and ricocheting off the containers. Jessica coolly sighted and fired. There was a scream and the shooting stopped. “Go!” Jessica shouted. Ignis ran to the wall, vaulted it and came down

against the stone on the other side with a grunt, hanging by his fingers. The rumble of the train was all around him, making the brick vibrate. Ignis looked down. The train was passing below him one car after another, slowly accelerating. Blue cargo cars alter- nated with the narrow gaps between them, through which Ignis could see the gleam of the rails. If he missed … There was a scuffle and Allandra was hanging beside him. Ignis let out a breath and started counting. Car SeespacetA Car… “spare t2.> “Ready …” Ignis said. Catu,=space …. “Go!” Ignis and Allandra dropped together, their feet hitting the metal of the container with a bang. Ignis looked back:up at the wall receding above them. He couldn’t see Jessica. There was more shooting, and a moment of silence. Ignis held his breath. Then Jessica flipped over the wall, her legs going over without touching the edge. She hung for only a second before dropping to one of the cars, rolling to absorb the shock of the impact. Ignis looked up at where they had jumped from. The train was picking up speed, and the cargo area was receding quickly behind them. Ignis saw one, two, four heads appear over the lip of the wall. Ignis and Allandra raised their arms and waved. The wall became

a line, and the heads became dots as the train pulled away faster and faster. Then the railway line curved, and the industrial area and Waybury School dis- appeared behind them.
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The train travelled south, swaying gently from side to side. Allandra craned her neck, trying to look for Jennifer and the others, and saw that the cars further up the train were disappearing one after another into a dark archway. Allandra pulled her brother’s arm. “Ig, tunnel!” They both dropped down between two of the cars, hanging on to the container with their hands while using the couplings to stand on. The tunnel mouth flashed past above them and everything went black. The shadows gave Allandra her first chance to collect her thoughts. In the spring of last year, during the business with Ichiro and the Hunts, Allandra had persuaded Mr Oakley to write a letter to Allandra and Ignis’s mystery guardian. That person had met her a month later, handed out some cryptic advice and slipped away before Allandra could find out who it _ was. Allandra had spent many long evenings puzzling over their rescuer’s identity, but she had never figured it out. Until now. As soon as Jessica had opened her

mouth, Allandra had recognised her voice. But what was she doing here? The train came out into the light again and Jessica swung silently down between them, making Allandra jump. -“That was a nice morning’s exercise.” To Allandra’s amazement, Jessica looked cheerful. “I haven’t had that kind of excitement in a while.” Allandra looked at her in disbelief. “We just nearly got killed!” : “Nah, those bullets weren’t going anywhere near us. Most street thugs can’t shoot worth a damn.” Jessica leaned back against the cargo container with a smile. “It’s nice to go up against amateurs for a change.” “They managed to hit Chris well enough,” Allandra said flatly. Jessica’s smile switched off abruptly. “Yes. We’d better do something about it.” She pulled out a mobile phone and speed-dialled. “Just who are you?” Ignis asked. “Allandra called for help. I’m the help.” Jessica held up one finger and listened into the phone. “Hello, John … Yes, it’s me … On the railway that runs through that industrial area, you know, the freight line … Yes, the railway … Yes, it’s a freight train, we’re in between the cars… Well, I had to improvise… Oh, like you’ve never done anything worse. Look, stop complaining and get moving. You’ve got me on GPS, right? …

Good. We should be getting off in five or ten minutes. Make sure you’re there to pick us up, OK?… OK… It’s too late to wish you’d become an accountant, John. Just be there … See you there.” “Who was that?” Allandra asked as Jessica hung up. “A friend of mine from work. I talked him into coming along today,” Jessica said. “His name’s John and he’s from the technical department. He doesn’t like doing anything dangerous, so be nice to him. Hold on.” Jessica dialled again. She had to wait longer for the connection this time. “Hi, Jennifer, this is Jessica … Jessica. The woman you met five minutes ago, on the roof of— OK, so you remember. Is Christopher OK to move? … Is he conscious and can he talk? … Just try to stop the bleeding and I’ll be with you as soon as I can. We’re getting off the next time the train stops… Five minutes, maybe. We’ll come forward to meet you … Yes, Allandra’s fine … Yes, Ignis is fine, too … Look, if you stick your head up and look back, you’ll probably see them. We’ll wave to you … OK. Bye.” Jessica hung up again. “How do you know Jennifer’s phone number?” Allandra said. “Mr Oakley gave it to me,” Jessica said. She looked at Ignis. “Can you get up top for a second and give Jennifer a wave? She wants to check on you.” Ignis nodded and vaulted up to a sitting position on

one of the freight cars, looking forward. Allandra moved closer to Jessica and spoke quietly. “You’re the one I met last spring at the old cabin.” “And you want to know what I’m doing here and how I know Mr Oakley and know about Rokkaku. Right?” “That would be a good start.” “OK.” Jessica looked at her. “Allandra, right now I have two priorities — to get you all to a safe house without being picked up by Vargas’s mob and to get a doctor for your friend. If you let me take care of that, then I promise that by midnight tonight you and Ignis will know everything about me and how you came to Rokkaku. Is that a deal?” Allandra studied Jessica, thinking about it. Then she nodded. “All right.” “I can see Jen and Shiro!” Ignis called from above. “They’re ten cars up!” There was a shrill of metal against metal and the train began to slow. Ignis grabbed the freight car to keep from falling. “The train’s stopping,” Jessica said. “Get ready.” As soon as the train’s speed dropped far enough, Jessica jumped out and ran up towards the engine. Allandra and Ignis followed. Up ahead Allandra could see Shiro, Jennifer and the others supporting Christopher. Allandra was shocked at how bad Christopher

looked. His whole right side was soaked with blood and his face was horribly pale. Jennifer was talking to him, her face anxious. She said something to Ichiro and the two of them began supporting Christopher.. The train had stopped in a railway canyon, with high, vertical brick walls on either side, but there was a spindly metal walkway leading up to their left and that was where Jessica was going. Shiro dropped in beside Allandra and Ignis and spoke quietly. “Ally, how well do you know this woman?” “She’s the one who pulled us out of the river and took us to Rokkaku two years ago,” Allandra said. Ignis stared at her. “Are you kidding?” “But what’s she doing here?” Shiro asked. Allandra explained about her phone call. Shiro was silent for a minute as they climbed the walkway. “If Mr Oakley was the one who set you on to her, then we can trust her,” he finally said. “But she and Mr Oakley must have been working together right from the beginning.” Allandra nodded. “I know.” They came up onto a deserted side street. Just next to the walkway was a nondescript blue van with its side door open and its engine running. Below, Allandra heard the train give a hiss as it began to move again. Jéssica and Ichiro were helping Christopher into the van. From the driver’s seat, a short man in his twenties with glasses was watching them, an expression of

dismay on his face. “Where have you been?” he said to Jessica. “Take us to my place, please, John,” Jessica said. She beckoned to Allandra and the others. “Come on in, all of you.” Allandra climbed into the van. There were plenty of seats. Jessica had laid Christopher out on a kind of stretcher and was going through a first-aid kit. “Is that a gunshot wound?” John demanded. “Jesus, Jessica, who the hell have you been messing with? You told me we were just picking up some kids. I didn’t sign up for this. ’m supposed to be on leave.” Jessica sighed. “Will you just drive?” She signalled and Shiro, who had been the last to get in, slid the door shut. “If the chief finds out about this, ’m not taking the rap,” John muttered. He shifted gears and with a purr the van began rolling. They came out of the side street, turned left and headed for the nearest main road. From the direction of Waybury, Allandra could hear sirens, fading as they left the school behind them. “Where are we going?” Allandra asked Jessica. “West out of London until we hit the Circular, then north into the Midlands,” Jessica said. With a pair of scissors, she was carefully cutting the bloodstained clothing away from Christopher’s shoulder. “I know you’d like to get back to Rokkaku, but it’d be a bad

idea right now. Christopher needs a place to rest and have a doctor look at him, and he’s in no condition to go hiking through the forest. Also, the last time you got away from Vargas, he nearly caught you by getting there first and cutting you off. I don’t feel like tangling with him twice today.” Allandra fell silent and watched as Jessica carefully pulled away the right side of Christopher’s jumper. Underneath was a mass of blood and Allandra winced. She could see two open wounds — one on Christopher’s chest and one on his right arm. The flesh was showing through the broken skin and it looked horrible. Christopher saw Allandra watching him and gave her a smile, but Allandra could see that he was badly hurt. Up until now, the intensity of the chase had left Allandra no room for worries. But now, as she watched Jessica tending to Christopher, nightmarish possibilities began to flood through her mind. What if Christopher was really badly hurt? What if he was crippled, or lost his arm? Or — was he going to die? Allandra looked at Christopher, trying to find re- assurance that he was going to survive, but her eyes kept going back to the wound on his chest. She’d heard stories of people dying from even a single shot to the body. Then an even worse thought hit her. Solada had asked her to try and keep Christopher safe. Allandra remembered the faces of Christopher’s family,

imagined how they would look when she told them the news. She shivered and huddled down, watching Jessica work. Finally Allandra couldn’t stay silent any longer. “Ts he going to be all right?” Jessica carried on cleaning the wounds. “Well, he’s been shot. He’s not exactly going to jump up and start dancing.” “I mean — is he…” Allandra met Christopher’s eyes and the words stuck in her throat. Jessica looked up then, and she looked at Allandra in astonishment. “You’re afraid he’s going to die? Oh, for heaven’s sake, Allandra, don’t be an idiot. All Christopher’s got is a broken arm. That’s the kind of thing you get from falling off your bicycle. He’s going to be fine.” There was an audible sigh of relief from all six of them, even Ichiro and Hiroshi. “But that one on his chest,” Jennifer said uncertainly, pointing. “Is it really<t. 22 “Actually, it doesn’t hurt there very much,” Christopher said. His voice was a little weak, but he definitely didn’t sound like he was dying. “It’s just my arm…” 3 “That’s because the chest wound is only a scratch,” Jessica said. “The bullet scored across the skin and hit your arm. Trust me, if you’d been shot in the chest, you’d know about it. Lie still.” Jessica took a syringe —

and gave Christopher an injection. “This is a pain- killer. It should let you rest for a few hours.” Allandra flopped back against the side of the van with an overwhelming feeling of relief. “Are you a doctor?” Ignis asked Jessica. John laughed from the driver’s seat. Jessica shook her head. “No, just a medic. But I know enough to keep Christopher stabilised until a real doctor can get a look at him. Now quiet down and let me concentrate.” Allandra sighed and began to relax. The van sped on, leaving London behind them.

Allandra fell into a doze as they drove, drifting in between sleep and wakefulness. For the last two hours, she had been running on pure adrenaline, and now that they were safe she felt utterly exhausted. A few of the others talked, but before long their eyes began to droop, too. Only Shiro was still awake every time Allandra looked at him. It was afternoon before Allandra yawned and came fully awake. The van was still rolling smoothly, hardly bumping at all. Looking out of the window, Allandra saw fields and trees. She winced as she turned her head. She felt cramped and stiff, and her neck hurt where Pete had hit her.. | “Nothing broken?” Jessica asked. “T’ve had worse,” Allandra said. Her last meeting with Vargas had left her feeling like a punchbag.

By comparison, this wasn’t much. “Where are we?” “Northwest of London, nearly at my house.” Jessica pointed to the west. “Rokkaku’s about a hundred miles that way.” Jessica leaned back against the side of the van and grinned. “Vargas is probably there at Rhosmaen right now, waiting for you and Ignis to show up like you did last year.” “Were you there that time as well?” Allandra asked. “Would you have come in if we hadn’t been able to get away ourselves?” Jessica’s grin slipped. “No. I was in another country. There was no one there to get you out of trouble except yourselves. As soon as I heard that something was wrong, I got back as soon as I could — but it wouldn’t have been soon enough. You were very lucky that time, Ally.” More than just luck, Allandra thought, but didn’t push it. “Where are we going?” “Here,” Jessica said, pointing out of the window. “Welcome to Beechwood House.” The road they were following had long since narrowed to a single lane, and now they were turning off that to follow a dirt track. The van began to bump and groan as it hit potholes in the road, and around her Allandra heard the others waking up. Allandra looked out of the window at the house appearing out of the trees in front of her. Beechwood House was big, old and solid. It was two

storeys high and had at least a dozen windows just on the front wall. The walls and roof were discoloured and weather-beaten, but strong-looking. To Allandra, who was used to the pocket-sized rooms and houses of Rokkaku, it looked like a mansion. Around the house were trees and wide spaces where thick grass grew nearly half a metre high. The trees were spaced out, but all around new saplings were sprouting. On the edges were tangles of rose bushes. It was winter, and the branches of the trees were empty, but Allandra could tell that in the spring the entire house would be surrounded by leaves and flowers. It looked as though the land surrounding the house had been a garden many years ago, but had gone wild. A small area just before the front door had been cleared and laid with gravel. A green car with a doctor’s cross in the window was parked there. Standing next to it was a man in his fifties with a grey beard. John drove the van up next to him and switched off the engine. “Where are we?” Christopher asked drowsily. “Good question,” Ignis said. Jessica leaned across and slid the door open. The man with the grey beard was waiting outside with his hands on his hips. “Well, what have you managed to do to yourself this time, Jessica? Eh? You told me this was urgent. It can’t be too urgent if you can move like that.”

“No, I’m not your patient this time,” Jessica said, climbing out of the van. “Christopher, this is Dr Bryant. He’ll take a look at you.” “Not you? That makes a change. So you’ve been getting others into trouble instead, have you?” He glanced past Jessica at Christopher and his manner changed. “Ah, I see. A bullet? Yes.” He nodded to Ichiro. “Young man, if you could get your friend out of the van, that would be helpful. Well, let’s get you inside, Christopher, and take a look at that arm.” Dr Bryant led Christopher towards the front door. Jessica turned to the driver. “Thanks, John. You’re a lifesaver.” “T shouldn’t have got involved in this,” John complained. “If the chief finds out—” “TI know, I know. You won’t take any of the blame.” Jessica gave John a kiss on the cheek. “But thank you anyway.” “Just don’t expect me to do it again,” John muttered, but in a more subdued tone of voice. He rubbed his cheek and got back into the van. The engine started, and Jessica waved him off as he disappeared down the driveway. The inside of the house was gloomy and cold. “We’ll use the front room,” Dr Bryant said. “Jessica, warm this place up, will you?” Jessica nodded. Dr Bryant led Christopher to one of the doors along the hall. When Allandra and Jennifer

went to follow him in, though, Dr Bryant raised his hand. “You lot stay out.” “What?” Jennifer said in dismay. “But we wanted to—” “I don’t need all of you breathing down my neck when I’m trying to work, and I certainly don’t need you throwing up. Stay out, and don’t peek.” He shut the door in their faces firmly. Jessica had returned in time to catch the last of the conversation. “You’d better go into the living room,” she said. “We’ll tell you when we’re finished.” “But what if—” Jennifer began. Jessica smiled. “Don’t worry. Dr Bryant knows what he’s doing. Just wait. We should only be a couple of hours.” She went in and shut the door behind her. Allandra, Ignis, Shiro, Jennifer, Ichiro and Hiroshi looked at each other, then traipsed into the living room. It was big, with wide windows looking out into the trees, but had a slightly deserted feel, as though it was rarely used. There was dust on some of the armchairs. The six of them separated around the room and waited. Ichiro and Jennifer were talking quietly by the window seat. Allandra hung around the other side, pacing. Shiro stood nearby. “I don’t think you should worry so much,” he said finally. Allandra looked unhappily at him. “This is all my fault.”

Shiro looked at her in puzzlement. “What?” Allandra just shook her head. She’d never told Shiro about that conversation with Solada. An hour passed, and another. Then there was the sound of a door opening, and voices. Everyone’s ears pricked up at once, and they ran into the hall. Dr Bryant was walking along the hall. “… don’t know what you’ve been up to, and I don’t want to, either,” he was saying to Jessica. “When you were younger you got into more trouble than any child in my district, and you’ve obviously graduated to more advanced sorts of trouble since then. It’s just lucky you managed to find a job where that sort of thing is tolerated. But I’m not getting involved. If the police come asking, I won’t know anything about it. When you—” “Chris!” Jennifer shouted. Christopher was walking behind Dr Bryant and Jessica. His arm was in a sling, and he looked a little shaky, but he was on his feet. Jennifer ran to give him a hug. “Hey, Jen,” Christopher said with a grin. “Hey, Ally. Pm all right.” The six of them surrounded Christopher, asking questions and touching the sling. “Make sure you don’t disturb the splint,” Dr Bryant said. “It should be able to come off in a month or so, but give it a week or

two longer if it needs it. There’s no nerve damage, so you should regain full use of the arm, but go easy on it until it’s up to scratch. Oh, and try not to get shot again.” “I won’t,” Christopher said with a grin. “Thanks.” “Thank you again,” Jessica said as she walked Dr Bryant to the door. “You’re sure you don’t want to stay?” Dr Bryant shook his head. “I have to get back to my practice. Well, goodbye, and make sure you don’t get these children into any more danger.” “This one was our fault,” Allandra said. “She’s still a bad influence on you.” Dr Bryant. looked at all of them sharply. “Don’t go using her as a role model, you hear? Well, I can’t stay and manage your lives for you.” He picked up his bag and nodded. “Goodbye.” “Goodbye!” Allandra and all the others chorused. Dr Bryant walked out of the front door and to his car. He started the engine, then raised his hand to them as he drove away. Allandra waved to him until he was out of sight. “Did he mean that?” Christopher asked. ~ Jessica smiled. “Dr Bryant’s been our family doctor since before I was born. He was always the one that the two of us would … well, Ill get to that later. I need to nap for a couple of hours. You can all get something

to eat from the kitchen. Then if you’ll all get together in the living room, I’ll tell you the story.”

Shiro walked out of the front door and pulled it to behind him. From the hall, he could hear laughter and chatter as everyone tried to talk to Christopher at once. Shiro walked away along the side of the house, the gravel crunching under his feet, and let the voices fade behind him. He rounded the house’s corner, then leaned back against the wall. Now that he was out of earshot of the others, Beechwood House was almost as quiet as Rokkaku. The roads were far enough away that only the occasional buzz of a car disturbed the silence, and the woods around him were filled only with the silence of winter. The thick grass ahead of him rippled in the breeze, the waves passing along its surface to the saplings and trees that marked the beginning of the woods. The trees had broad trunks and wide, flattened branches. Beeches, Shiro thought. Beechwood House. He let the silence soak into him, feeling himself slowly relax. At last it was over. Shiro held up his right hand. It was trembling. Shiro stood there for several minutes, watching his fingers shake with a feeling of curiosity. They didn’t stop. How long had it been since that had happened? Not since the old times, in Japan… There was a whisper of movement and Shiro
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dropped his hand, putting it behind his back. Ichiro came around the corner and nodded to Shiro. — “Good afternoon.” “Good afternoon.” Shiro spoke Japanese, as he had always done when talking to Ichiro back home in Tokyo. “Do the others need us?” Ichiro shook his head. “They’re busy checking on Christopher.” He leaned against the wall next to Shiro. Shiro was curious, but didn’t speak. Ichiro would get to what he wanted to say at his own pace. When Ichiro finally spoke again, it was in English. “You did well.” Shiro looked at his foster brother in surprise. “So did you.” “Perhaps, but your role was the most important. Without you leading them, I do not think they would have managed to escape.” “You’re exaggerating, Ichiro. It was Christopher who came up with most of the ideas. And if Jessica hadn’t shown up when she did, even that wouldn’t have been enough.” “Christopher can make plans, but it is always you who makes it possible for them to be carried out. He is the strategist, but you are the general. During the escape it was you that the others looked to.” “Thank you, Ichiro. But you’re giving me more credit than I deserve.” Ichiro shook his head. “I do not think so.” He
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paused. “When I first saw that they looked to you for leadership, I was doubtful. But after today, I do not doubt you any more. I am glad that Allandra and the others have you to lead them.” Shiro looked at Ichiro in surprise and gratitude. That was the greatest compliment he had ever received from his stern foster brother. Shiro bowed. “Thank you.” “But we cannot do this again.” Shiro’s smile faded. “I know.” “Even with everything that you and I could do, it was nearly a disaster today. If Ignis and Allandra’s father had been just a little faster, we would have lost. And if that bullet had been thirty centimetres further to the right, Christopher would be lying dead now. It was too close. Hiroshi will not risk something like that again, and I do not think Jennifer wants to, either. Fighting back when we are attacked is one thing. But walking out into the open, inviting to be attacked, is another.” Ichiro looked at Shiro. “That means that Allandra and Ignis must stay hidden from now on. They should not go outside Rokkaku. We cannot go with them in a group and expect to be successful. And if they decide to do so, anyway … then they will have to go alone. I will not allow Hiroshi or Jennifer or any of the others to have their lives put at risk for a trivial reason.” Shiro nodded. “You’re right.” He paused, then spoke again, more slowly. “This is the second time

we’ve got away from Vargas. If it comes to a third time, I think our luck’s going to run out. I’ll talk to Ally and Ignis.” “Good. I’ll see you inside.”

It was dusk when Shiro finally returned. He walked into the living room to see everyone there. Jessica was lighting a fire in the fireplace. “Hey, there you are!” Allandra said. “What were you doing?” “Just thinking,” Shiro said, sitting down on the sofa next to her. Jessica set the fire going to her satisfaction, found a chair and looked around. Shiro, Allandra and Ignis were occupying the sofa. Christopher had the armchair in the middle, his sling supported by one of the arms. Jennifer was on one side of him and Hiroshi on the other. Ichiro sat a little back. All of them were watching Jessica. “It’s time you learned what’s been going on,” Jessica said.
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… AND ANSUWERS

“What I’m about to tell you,” Jessica said, “is the story of your family and why you came to Rokkaku. It begins with your grandfather and grandmother — your mother’s parents. How much do you know about them?” “We know Vargas didn’t get on with them,” Allandra said. “That’s about it.” “Then I’ll start from the beginning.” Jessica leaned back in her chair. “Your grandfather’s name is Sir Edward Havelock, a baronet. He was a member of the British Diplomatic Service and was given a long-term posting to Japan. He went out there with his wife, Alison, and stayed for more than ten years before returning. When he did he lived here, in Beechwood House. In a way you could say that this place is your family home. “Karen Havelock, your mother, was Edward and Alison’s oldest daughter. She was born in Japan, but grew up here in England. Karen had a younger sister, too, born eight years after her. Unfortunately, Alison died shortly after her second daughter’s birth. From

then on your grandfather brought up both the girls by himself. Karen took her mother’s death hard. She was a wild sort of girl, but Alison had always been able to stop her from going too far. Your grandmother had been a lot like Karen herself when she was younger, so she was always able to get through to Karen. But with Alison gone, Karen got out of control. “Your grandfather tried to steady her down, but he never really understood girls very well, and he tried to stop Karen from getting into trouble by ordering her not to do it, which just made things worse. The schools she went to didn’t do any better. She got expelled from them one after another, until finally no school would take her. By the time she was eighteen, she was down in London, cruising the wilder end of the social circuit. Her younger sister spent a lot of time with her, and was starting to get into the same circles as she was.” “Excuse me?” Shiro said. “What was the younger sister’s name?” Jessica smiled. “You guessed that pretty fast, Shiro.” “Huh?” Ignis said. “I’m the younger sister,” Jessica said. “My full name is Jessica Havelock. I’m your mother’s sister, and your aunt.” Allandra stared at Jessica. “You’re my aunt?” “T’ve always thought that Christopher’s guess was the right one,” Shiro said. “That there was someone

with a link to both Vargas and Rokkaku. But I hadn’t thought that it might be someone from Ally’s family until I saw you. Then I knew. You look just like Allandra.” Allandra looked at Jessica with dawning realisation. Now that Shiro had said it, she began to see all the similarities that she had only half noticed before. Jessica’s skin and hair colour were exactly the same shade as hers, and she had the same odd, tilted blue eyes that she, Ignis and Michael all shared. “So it was you?” Christopher said. “You were the one who brought Ally and Ignis to Rokkaku? But how did you know it was there to begin with?” “Because I was a student there,” Jessica said. “And the reason I became a student at Rokkaku is the same reason that you did, Allandra, Ignis. Because of Vargas. “I don’t know where Vargas came from. I don’t think anyone does. Karen first met him at one of her London parties. Vargas was the one supplying the coke for everyone to use. They hit it off straightaway. I was ten by then, and hanging around with my big sister as much as I could, so I saw a lot of him in the early days. Karen thought he was wonderful. She dumped the other guys she was seeing and moved in with him. Pretty soon they were doing everything together. After a few months they decided to get married.”

“Why?” Ignis asked angrily. “How could she marry someone like him?” “Your father has a lot of charm, Ignis,” Jessica said. “It doesn’t work on you and your sister because you’ve grown up with it, but it’s there. Even when Vargas was young, there was a suppressed power, a darkness, to him that made an impression on people, especially women. You probably don’t realise it, but Vargas is an incredibly seductive man. He could make a girl feel like … oh, like a kind of barbarian princess. As though he was the ruler of the underworld and you were his queen. Karen loved it. And Vargas had his reasons for picking Karen, too. You see, right from the beginning, Vargas had ambition. He wanted an empire, and Karen gave him an entry into high society. When the two of them were married, Vargas changed his last name to Havelock to establish himself.” “I don’t buy it,” Ignis said abruptly. “I don’t care how charming you think Vargas is. He’s evil. He must have forced our mother into it.” “No,” Jessica said. “He didn’t.” “Then why did she do it?” Ignis demanded. “Our mother was a good person.” “No, she wasn’t.” Ignis jerked upright as though he’d been stung. Allandra stared at Jessica, narrowing her eyes. “If you think —” “I’m not going to sugar-coat it for the two of you.

Back then your mother was a first-class bitch. She was immature, selfish, and didn’t think about anybody but herself. Her whole life revolved around getting excitement, and Vargas was the most exciting man she’d ever met. Karen wasn’t forced into anything. She stayed with Vargas because she loved it.” Allandra could tell that Ignis was about to blow up. Ignis had always adored his mother, and his conviction that Vargas had made her disappear was the main reason he bated Vargas so much. “I don’t see why this matters,” she said coldly, speaking before her brother could get in a word. “We didn’t ask you what you thought of our mother, we asked you why she married — Vargas.” Jessica sighed. “I am telling you why she married Vargas. I’m not telling you this just to make you angry. And I’m not claiming that back then I was any better. I don’t come out of this story very well either, you know. But I need to tell it to you, so that you don’t make the same mistakes that we did. “The underworld is like a food chain. The people at the top prey on the people in the middle. The people in the middle prey on the people at the bottom. And the people at the bottom — the bag-snatchers, the muggers, the burglars, the addicts, the gang kids — prey on civilians, on the ordinary, law-abiding people who don’t really know how to defend themselves. But for civilians, the fact that it’s only the weakest criminals

that prey on them gives them a kind of protection. You might get mugged on the streets of London, but you’re not likely to get murdered — unless you get mixed up with the wrong people. “What I’m trying to say is that men like Vargas don’t come out of nowhere. There are lots of them in Britain, but if you go to school and do your homework and get a steady job, you won’t run into them. They live outside the lights, in the dark places. You have to step into their world before they can get you. That was what Karen and I did. We’d been enjoying being bad and breaking the rules, and when we met Vargas, we thought we could keep on doing it. What we didn’t learn until it was too late was that Vargas was a lot better at being bad than we were. “My father had been telling Karen to stay away from Vargas and that he wouldn’t allow the marriage. When he found out that Karen had gone through with the marriage anyway he lost his temper completely. He disinherited her, forbade her or Vargas to come back here and told me that I was never going to see her again. He also decided that I was going to get the discipline that Karen hadn’t. He’d made a lot of friends in Japan, and one of them had told him about an English-Japanese ninjutsu school in Wales. He sent me there when I was just over eleven. “To begin with I was furious. I missed my big sister, and I was going to run away. But as the weeks passed

I kept on finding reasons to put it off, and finally I realised I preferred living in Rokkaku. And there I stayed for seven years. I learned a lot and made some good friends. There were also two of the teachers I got close to. Their names were Mr Oakley and Ze’ev. “But as I grew up, I got more and more worried about Karen. When I first met Vargas, I thought he was cool and exciting. I told Ze’ev that in my first year at Rokkaku, and he gave me a tongue-lashing and some very nasty predictions about what was probably going to happen to my sister. I started to worry that he might be right, so I started writing letters to my sister. I wanted to know what was going on. “She wrote back to me — not often, but she wrote. From her letters I learned that both of you had been born. She still hadn’t spoken with my father and she and Vargas were living on their own. I learned other things too. I learned that Vargas’s criminal empire was growing fast, and that his influence and power was rising. And I learned that Karen wasn’t happy about the way Vargas was bringing up the children.” “I remember,” Ignis said. “To begin with it was always some au pair or babysitter. But when I was five or so Vargas started spending a lot more time with us. That was when we found out he wanted us to inherit.” Allandra nodded. The au pairs and babysitters had never lasted very long, especially since she and Ignis

had enjoyed causing trouble for them. “That was why _ the arguments started, wasn’t it? Because Mum didn’t want Vargas to bring us up as criminals.” “Yes,” Jessica said, “but not for the reason you think. Karen never mentioned anything about your future to me in her letters. What she was angry about was that Vargas seemed to care more about the three of you than he did about her. Karen wasn’t the type to plan ahead. I don’t think she really minded that the three of you were being brought up as criminals. What she minded was that Vargas wasn’t ee her enough attention.” There was a dead silence. “So what you’re saying,” Ignis finally said in a flat voice, “is that the reason for those arguments was that our mother cared about us even less than Vargas did.” Allandra didn’t dare look at her brother. “That’s not completely true,” Jessica said. “She did love all three of you, I know that much. But what you have to remember is that Karen hated to be tied down. She did care about the three of you, but she wanted to be off having adventures with Vargas, not staying at home looking after you.” Ignis didn’t answer. After a while Jessica carried on. “I managed to persuade Karen to come up to Wales to visit. Vargas bought her the house in Rhosmaen, and for a couple of years I used to sneak away from Rokkaku to visit her there. I saw you there once, too,

Allandra, although you probably don’t remember. You were only four at the time.” Allandra shook her head. “No. I do remember.” Wind in the trees, and Jessica speaking as she leaned over her. The mention of Rhosmaen had finally brought it back to her. “I knew I’d met you some- where.” “It was only once,” Jessica said. “After that, Karen came alone. Each time I saw her she seemed a little more restless, and I could tell that she was starting to do things that Vargas wouldn’t be happy with. Right at the end I got her to admit that she was flirting with other men. I told her that it would be dangerous if Vargas found out, but Karen just laughed. That was always the kind of girl she was. I think she was almost trying to provoke Vargas into taking notice of her. You would have been six at that time, Allandra, and Ignis seven. “That was the last time I saw my sister. I went back to Rokkaku worried and wrote her a letter. I didn’t get an answer. I wrote more letters and they weren’t answered either. That was the point at which I knew something bad had happened. Karen had dropped off the face of the earth. No one knew what had happened to her except Vargas — and he wasn’t talking. “That was what finally pushed me over the edge. I was in my second-to-last year at Rokkaku, and I’d already been talking with the recruiting agent. When I

next met him, I agreed to join. I graduated from Rokkaku the next year and went to work for them.” “Went to work for who?” Shiro asked. “For one of the two organisations that sponsor Rokkaku,” Jessica said. “You must have wondered how Rokkaku can be kept secret. There are the patrols and the camouflage — you know how all of those work, and they’re good enough to keep away the tourists and the hikers. But what about aircraft? — Rokkaku’s not invisible from above, and the RAF do aerial photography of that area regularly enough. How do you think they deal with that?” “We’ve talked about it,” Christopher said. “Some boys think that there’s some sort of pattern built into the roofs that makes them look like trees from above. I always thought that maybe they timed the holidays to match the times when they’d be photographed, and put nets over everything.” Jessica smiled slightly. “It’s simpler than that. Rokkaku has an arrangement with the British Government’s F oreign Intelligence Service — MI6. MI6 ensure that Rokkaku is marked as an official govern- ment installation under their control, which stops any government investigators from getting too curious. In exchange, once a year, a recruiter from MI6 is allowed to visit the junior and senior sixth formers in Rokkaku. Some of the skills you learn in Rokkaku are quite useful to a spy agency. If they find someone they like,

they’ll make them an offer. They made one to me and I accepted. “When I went to work for MI6, I had all sorts of plans: using the MI6 resources to find my sister, going back to take revenge on Vargas. But the training was so time-consuming I didn’t have any time to spare. It was just as well, anyway. Once I did start looking for my sister I found that she’d completely disappeared. And by the time I’d done that, I’d realised that Vargas was much too dangerous for me to handle on my own. “T spent the next five years abroad on assignment for MI6. Always at the back of my mind, though, were you and Vargas. I ’still wanted to do something. I arranged for a transfer back to England, and in my spare time I started watching you. “It was when I found out that he still owned that house in Rhosmaen that I got the idea. If I could get the three of you to Rokkaku, then you would be safe. I thought that way I could break the chain. I couldn’t do anything about Karen, but I could at least make sure her children would have a better life than she had. “The rest is simple enough. I had been planning to spirit the three of you away from Rhosmaen two years ago, but you got the jump on me by escaping first. By the time I got to the Tawi, Vargas and his men had you pinned down. I was lucky that you were crazy enough to try and jump the river. I hauled the two of you out and got some help from one of the Rokkaku Wide

Patrols in bringing you back. Once I was there I met — Mr Oakley, Ze’ev and Nishiyama and explained what had happened. They agreed to take you in and I went home happy. “But the one thing I hadn’t counted on was your devotion to your brother, Allandra. When you sent me that letter two years ago, asking for a meeting, I was worried. I met you at the cabin and tried to warn you off, but it didn’t work. You can see now why I kept myself hidden. If Vargas ever made the connection between me, Karen, Rhosmaen and you and Ignis, everything could come crashing down. “But you went off and tried to rescue Michael anyway.” Jessica glared at Allandra. “And now that I’ve finally got the chance to tell you face to face, that was incredibly stupid. I was on assignment and didn’t get Mr Oakley’s message until too late. I don’t know how you managed to survive.” “All right, all right!” Allandra said. “ve been chewed out for that one by Mr Oakley, Ze’ev, Shiro, Ignis and just about everyone else. You can stop it now.” “Well, it had one benefit,” Jessica said. “I made sure that the next time something like this happened, I’d be able to respond. So I stayed in closer contact with Mr Oakley and Ze’ev, and when I got advance warning of your trip to London, I set things up so that I’d be able to help if Vargas appeared. And the rest of the

arrangements you can probably guess. I grabbed hold of John and a company van for some transport and went looking for you, to find you trying for a repeat performance. I saw your zip-line and headed round to meet you. And that brings us up to date.” There was a moment’s silence, then Ignis got up and walked out, shutting the door behind him. “What’s wrong?” Christopher asked in surprise. “T think it was something she said,” Allandra said, giving Jessica an unfriendly look. Jennifer and Ichiro started talking at once, asking Jessica questions. Out of the corner of her eye, Allandra saw Shiro follow Ignis out.

The roof of Beechwood House was made of gently sloping slates with a pair of skylights. Ignis sat on the peak of the roof, leaning against the chimney and looking out into the darkness. It was a clear winter night, with thousands of stars shining down brightly from above. Orion the Hunter was rising in the eastern sky, with Procyon and Sirius two brilliant points behind him. Somewhere in the south was the fuzzy yellow glow of a city. Shiro vaulted up through the skylight. Ignis could only barely make out his outline in the starlight, but he would have known who it was without looking. He didn’t speak as Shiro settled himself a little way below him.

“I know that whenever you’re upset you go and | find a high place and brood,” Shiro said after a while, “but do you have to do it in the middle of winter? It’s freezing out here.” “Shut up, Shiro,” Ignis said. “Sorry.” Shiro paused. “Are you unhappy about what Jessica told us?” “Oh, no, I’m feeling just great, you idiot. Up until now I thought that my mother at least cared about us. Now I get told that the real reason she fought with Vargas was because she wasn’t even as bothered as he was. One of my parents is a psycho and I’ve just found out that he’s the better one. How happy do you think I am?” “You don’t know that she didn’t care about you,” Shiro said. “Just that she didn’t have the same ambitions that Vargas did. If you—” “Oh, spare it, Shiro. I’m not in the mood for one of your pep talks. Can’t you just leave me alone for once?” Shiro didn’t answer. “Well, this is perfect,” Ignis said after a while. “I always knew I had one bad parent, but up until now I thought I might have one good one as well. Now it turns out I’ve got one who’s bad and one who’s worse. What chance have I got now? I’m messed up no matter which one I become like.” “You don’t have to become like either of them,” Shiro said. ©

“Don’t give me that. Christopher’s grown up to be just like his parents, remember? Why should we be any different?” “I do remember,” Shiro said. “But I remember Jennifer’s family as well. And she’s a much better person than either her mother or her father.” “Her father doesn’t send gunmen after her if she doesn’t do as she’s told.” Shiro sighed. “All right. ’’m not going to argue with you. So you are like your parents — in some ways. Has it occurred to you that you could do something about that?” “What? Get born someone else?” “No, work with what you have. I’ve noticed that you and Ally try not to think about your family unless you have to. Maybe it’s time you stopped doing that. You are Vargas and Karen’s children, and that means you do have a lot of them in you. But you don’t know which parts. If you figured that out, then maybe you’d know what to do next.” Ignis was silent. “At any rate, you’ll have plenty of time to think it over,” Shiro said. “You’re not going to be able to leave Rokkaku for a while.” “That’s for sure,” Ignis muttered. He and Shiro stayed up on the roof for an hour longer, looking at the stars, before the deepening cold drove them inside. al

Allandra heard the double thump from the attic as | she sat on her bed brushing her hair. “There,” she said, glancing up at the ceiling. “They’re back.” Jennifer was changing into her pyjamas. “Did Ig do that when he was younger?” she asked, her voice slightly muffled. “Go off on his own whenever he was in a bad mood?” Allandra nodded. “Or get into fights. I used to go after him, but it never did any good. It seems to work when Shiro does it, though.” Allandra put down her hairbrush and lay down with a sigh. “I hope Jessica’s still going to talk tomorrow. There’s a lot I want to ask her.”. “Tm just glad Chris’ll be OK,” Jennifer said with a yawn. She flopped down on her bed. “Wow, what a day. You know, it really isn’t fair the way everyone in Rokkaku calls me the troublemaker. You and Ig get us all into much more trouble.” “Yeah,” Allandra said in a subdued voice, turning a scrap of paper over in her hands. “But at least we’ve seen the last of your father and his lot. Haven’t we? Ally?” Jennifer rolled over and looked at her. “What’s that?” “It’s nothing,” Allandra said, pushing the paper with Michael’s phone number under her pillow. “Good night.”

“So,” Vargas said. “Let’s see if I’ve got this straight.” The warehouse was silent but for the pacing of Vargas’s feet on the metal floor. A group of five men stood in an uneasy huddle before him. Pete and Tav stood against the walls to either side, so that the three of them and Vargas formed a triangle with the five men at the centre. The doors were shut, and from outside the hum of the city was faint; the warehouse was in a derelict region of West London. It was the reason Vargas used it for business such as this. “You and Eric were stationed on the east side of the school.” Vargas carried on pacing, not looking at the person he was talking to. “Your job was to make sure that Allandra and Ignis didn’t escape in the direction of the industrial area. Now what happened — and correct me if I’ve got this wrong — was that you let some of their friends get past you up onto the ware- house roof. Having done that, you then sat around while they strung a rope line and escaped.” Vargas looked up. “Is this right?” Kevin shifted his feet uneasily. A short, wiry man, he was tough, but not particularly smart. Vargas used him as a mid-level dealer and hired thug. “Well, boss, it was like this—” Vargas held up his hand, his voice gentle. “I’m not interested in excuses, Kevin. You can give me those later. What I want to know is whether what I’ve said is true or not.” The gentler Vargas’s voice, the

more dangerous he was, but Kevin did not know this. Not that it would have made much difference — anyway. “Uh, yeah,” Kevin said. “Very well,” Vargas said. “Let’s continue. You and Eric then went into the industrial area. You got there too late to assist Pete’s group, but caught up with Allandra and Ignis by the railway. When I arrive there a few minutes later, I find that Eric has been shot and that my children have vanished. You then explain to me that they escaped on a train, that you don’t know how to follow them, and in fact, that you don’t even know who was shooting at you. And so, I am left with neither my children nor any way to find them.” Vargas paused. “Do you understand why I am not happy, Kevin?” “Well, you see, it was Eric who—” Kevin began. “He’s not here, Kevin,” Vargas said, more gently still. “You are. Now, please answer my question. Is this, or is this not, what happened?” “Well, uh, yeah,” Kevin said. Behind Kevin, the other four men involved in the failed hunt for Allandra and Ignis had edged away to either side, leaving an open space around him. “So,” Vargas said. “Why, when I ordered you to get hold of Allandra and Ignis, did you let them escape?” “Uh, well, Eric thought that—” Kevin began. “Answer the question, Kevin.”

“Uh, I don’t know.” The crash of the gunshots echoed off the walls. Kevin stumbled backwards, then collapsed to the floor, his eyes going wide as he stared at the blood leaking from the holes in his knees. Vargas lowered his gun. “Wrong answer. Second try, Kevin. Why did you let my children escape?” “T— I didn’t—” “Wrong answer!” Vargas shouted and fired again. The bullet took Kevin through the gut this time. Kevin started screaming. Vargas turned to the four remaining men, gun in hand. “What is wrong with all of you?” Vargas shouted over Kevin’s screams. “Why can’t you do this simple thing? I told you to catch them and to not let them escape. I mean, was that too complicated for you to understand? Am I not making myself clear enough? What was it? Alex? Did you know what you were supposed to do?” “Yes,” Alex mumbled, not meeting Vargas’s eyes. “Then why didn’t you do it?” Vargas shouted. “I did not spend a year searching for those two so that you lot could screw it all up when I found them! Do you understand me?” “Yes, boss,” Alex and the others said. Their eyes were all fixed on Kevin, who was writhing on the floor, still screaming, a pool of blood spreading around him. Vargas began to pace back and forth, gesturing with

his gun. “They are a bunch of children! Why can’t : you catch them? Is that too difficult for you? Too much of a challenge? Are you all so stupid that you can’t even—” Kevin’s screams had become loud enough that Vargas was having trouble making himself heard. He turned and shot Kevin through the head. Blood sprayed and Kevin stopped screaming. In the silence Vargas turned back to his men. He took a deep breath and put his hands to his eyes, standing motionless for several minutes. When he spoke his voice was quiet once again. “You will keep looking. You will find them. And next time, you will not let them escape. Is that clear?” The men nodded. Vargas gestured to Kevin’s body. “Clean that up before you go.” He turned and left. Behind him, he heard Pete and Tav start to give orders. Vargas walked for half a mile before finding a place to dispose of the gun, then found the nearest Tube station and got on a train. Vargas hated taking public transport, but driving his own car to an execution wasn’t an option, and taxi drivers had a bad habit of remembering customers. He’d have to get a new 9mm, too, and have Pete and Tav confirm that the body had been taken care of and the bloodstains removed. Frankly, an execution was a nuisance. And it wasn’t as if Kevin had even been the man responsible. If

Vargas had been killing anybody, he really should have killed Pete. Pete, after all, had managed to lose a hand-to-hand battle with the kids and had directly disobeyed Vargas’s orders by firing blind in a position where he could easily have killed Allandra or Ignis. But Pete was one of Vargas’s most valuable lieu- tenants, and a man who could not be easily replaced. And since Vargas had needed to kill somebody, Kevin had served well enough. Vargas reached his home in Hampstead and went upstairs to his study. He walked past his desk, heading for the filing cabinet. There was a whisper of movement behind him. Vargas spun down, his: hand reaching underneath the desk. - “Hi, Dad,” Michael said from the door. Vargas straightened and gave his son a cold stare. “T’ve warned you not to come up behind me.” “Sorry,” Michael said, standing in the doorway. “I was waiting for you to get back. Are we going to Rhosmaen?” “No,” Vargas said. “I’ve already put a search team there, but I doubt Allandra will fall for the same trick twice.” Vargas started walking towards his son. “But while you’re here, I think you have some explaining to do. Pete’s told me of your little … intervention last night.” Vargas’s voice became soft. “What was the plan with going to visit Allandra, Michael? Were

you suddenly feeling some sympathy for your sister? Maybe you wanted her to get away?” Michael backed off a step, but kept his eyes on his father, wary. “I didn’t want her to get away. I was helping you. Will you let me explain?” “Oh, please do,” Vargas said. “I’d be fascinated.” “When I got to the house Ally and Ig were staying in, Pete was talking about going in,” Michael said. He kept a careful distance from Vargas, but didn’t back away any further. “He had about half a dozen men and he was going to go in through the front door like a herd of elephants. If I’d let him do it everything would have gone to hell. There would have been a massive fight, Pete’s lot would have started shooting, and Ally and Ig would probably have either escaped or got killed. You said you wanted them alive.” “And how did you going in there and warning them help me, Michael?” Vargas said, his voice still soft. “If they hadn’t been forewarned, maybe we would have got them at the school.” “They would have spotted Pete’s lot anyway. And even if they hadn’t, you probably wouldn’t have been able to keep hold of them that long. Look, you had Ally once before and they managed to get her out. You’ve been saying that there must be some group looking after them. If ’’d got Ally and Ig away, then I could have found out what it was. As long as they’ve got these other people watching over them, there’ll

always be help coming, no matter what you do, and Ally and Ig will always have a place to hide. The only way you’re going to get the two of them back is to get tid of the people who’re helping them.” “I’m aware of that, Michael,” Vargas said. “But your brilliant plan didn’t work. They didn’t get away with you.” “It did work,” Michael said. “I gave Ally a way to contact me. She knows I told her the truth now that she’s got away. I’ll get a phone call from her soon.” “When?” “I don’t know exactly,” Michael said. “She’ll have to think about it first. That’s the way Ally does things. A couple of months, maybe.” Vargas said nothing. For a long minute he stared at Michael. Michael stood very still. “Fine,” Vargas said at last. “You’re off the hook. For now. But Allandra had better contact you as you say. Otherwise, itll be you I’ll be after.” “She will,” Michael said, relaxing. Keeping an eye on his father, he walked away. Vargas stood silently brooding for a long time before turning away. When he did, he shut his study door and then sat down at his desk. Even before Michael had spoken to him, Vargas’s thoughts had been moving in the same direction as his son’s. “Let’s see how well they can run when they don’t

have a mousehole to hide in,” Vargas said aloud. The ~ next time Allandra and Ignis surfaced, it would be their home base he would aim for.
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LOOSE ENDS

Allandra woke up late the next morning to see the sun streaming in through the window and find Jennifer already gone. She dressed and went downstairs, yawning, to find Jessica alone at the breakfast table. “Morning, Ally,” Jessica said. “We left you some breakfast.” ; “Thanks,” Allandra said. She helped herself to toast and fruit and sat down. “Where’s everyone else?” “They all went outside to do some training. It was Ignis’s idea.” Jessica made a face. “I don’t think your brother’s very happy with me. Are you upset as well? After what I told you last night?” She’s such a strange woman, Allandra thought to herself. Half the time Jessica seemed careful, cautious and sensitive, the other half a fearless daredevil. It was as though she was two different people. “Well, ’’m not saying I enjoyed it,” Allandra said. “But I always had a bit of a feeling that Ig blaming everything on Vargas wasn’t quite right.” Jessica sighed. “I know I was breaking a lot of illusions. You wanted to hear a story where Vargas

was the villain and Karen was the noble heroine.” Jessica sat in silence for a little while as Allandra ate. — “I thought about you for a long time,” Jessica said eventually. “During all those years that I was abroad working as a spy. I had a lot of time to think about what I would say to you when I finally met you. In the end I made a promise to myself that I’d tell you the truth, no matter how uncomfortable it might be. I don’t want the two of you to make the same mistakes that we did.” “But you’ve got a good life already, haven’t you?” Allandra pointed out. “You’re a spy for MI6. You get to have all kinds of adventures. I’d love to do that, too.” Jessica laughed, and suddenly looked a lot less serious. “I’m not sure that’s all that great an idea. I’ve done some pretty dodgy things, you know.” She looked at her watch. “Anyway, Christopher’s family should be arriving soon.” Allandra started. “What?” “We rang them this morning. Chris is going to be fine, but his family still ought to know about what happened. I made sure they understood that he wasn’t in any danger, but Solada’s coming here with Phailin to pick him up.” “Oh.” Allandra got up. “Um, Id better go.” Jessica looked at her in surprise. “But you haven’t finished your breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry. I’ll see you later.” Allandra vanished through the back door. Outside, Allandra made a beeline for the woods, keeping the house between her and where Ignis and the others were practising. She found a tall beech and climbed it, disappearing amidst the leaves. If Christopher’s family were coming to get him, then Solada would be coming too, and Allandra couldn’t face meeting her. Solada had asked her to take care of Christopher, and Allandra had nearly got him killed. In the distance, Allandra heard the distant rumble of a car coming up the dirt track to Beechwood House. The rumble grew louder and then stopped. Christopher’s family must have arrived. Allandra waited for an hour, stiting on a branch and leaning against the tree trunk, before she heard the car start up again and begin to recede into the distance. She sighed and climbed back down, jumping off onto the ground. Footsteps sounded. Allandra looked up to see Phailin coming out of the trees. “Oh, there you are, Ally,” Phailin said. “I’m glad I found you.” “How did you know where to look?” Allandra asked, taken aback. Getting found by Shiro was one thing, but getting found by someone not from Rokkaku was embarrassing. “Your brother suggested I try around here,” Phailin

said. As usual, Phailin looked lovely. She was wearing long, flowing clothes of green and purple that suited 3 her perfectly. “He was very helpful.” “T’ll bet he was,” Allandra muttered. “Uh… is your mother still here?” “Oh no, she’s already left,” Phailin said. “She took Christopher and Jennifer with her in the car.” “Jennifer’s gone back to London?” “Jessica told us that she thought it would be safe. Anyway, Jennifer’s parents are expecting her. They might cause a fuss if she doesn’t turn up.” Allandra put a hand to her mouth. “Oh no, Jennifer’s parents. I forgot all about them.” She started to hurry back towards the house. “I have to call her.” “T don’t think you should,” Phailin said. Aliandra halted. “What?” “Well, I spoke to Jennifer as she was getting into the car,” Phailin said, picking her way between the roots that covered the ground. “She knew that would be your first reaction, and when she found out that I was going to go talk to you, she asked me to ask you not to disturb her for a little while. She said there was something she needed to do.” “Oh.” Allandra paused. “Um, Phailin … why didn’t you go back with Chris?” “T thought I ought to talk to you. I wanted to make sure you weren’t feeling too bad about that conver- sation you had with my mother a few weeks ago.”

“You know about that?” Allandra hesitated. “Is Solada .. .?” “Ts she angry with you? No. Mostly she’s just glad that Chris is going to be OK. I don’t think you should feel responsible for what happened.” “But I was. I mean, sort of.” “I don’t know exactly what happened in London yesterday,” Phailin said, “but I would have thought that the one responsible for Chris being shot was the one who shot him. My brother isn’t your follower. He makes his own decisions. For all I know, Chris might be pleased. He always wanted a proper battle scar.” Allandra stared at Phailin. “You’re really not angry?” Phailin looked at her in surprise. “Of course not. Ally, I’m not a fighter and I don’t know much about it, but I do know that men who go in for it get hurt. As far as I can see, all that really matters is that you try to make sure nothing worse happens the next time.” “Don’t worry, I won’t be hanging around London again,” Allandra said, downcast. “I don’t think I’m going to be visiting your house any more. Or anywhere else “We’ll come and see you in Rokkaku,” Phailin said with a smile as they began walking back towards the house.

The day passed in resting and recovering from the adventures of the morning before. Phailin stayed for : dinner and overnight, and when Allandra woke up the next morning she finally began to feel like her old self. Phailin left in the afternoon, and shortly afterwards Shiro, Ichiro and Hiroshi set off to begin the journey back to Rokkaku. Allandra and Ignis wanted to go too, but were refused. “It’s still too soon,” Jessica said. “I’m sure Vargas doesn’t expect the two of you to return to the Rhosmaen area, but I’m just as sure that he’s got the place under surveillance, just in case. It’s not worth the risk.” “We’re going to take the long way in,” Shiro said. “We’ll take a train to the old station, then loop back _ and come into Rokkaku around the northern arms of the lake. That way we can keep under cover of the forest. Wait a week, then come after us the same way. It should be clear by then.” “Can’t you stay here?” Allandra said forlornly. “We’re supposed to be returning for our debriefing,” Ichiro said. “Have you forgotten Ze’ev’s instructions?” Shiro gave a slight smile. “Ze’ev might accept being chased by a gang of criminals as an excuse for you two being late. Not for us, though. He’d say ’And what about you? Were your fathers all trying to kidnap you as well?”

Allandra had to laugh, and so did Jessica. “We’ll see you next week,” Hiroshi said as they waved goodbye.

Beechwood House became rather lonely with only the three of them. It was a big place, built in times when it would have been filled with a whole family and their servants. With only three people it felt empty and silent. Allandra learned that Jessica usually lived in London and only used three or four of the rooms when she came here. She could see why. Ignis quickly grew bored and wandered off to roam the woods or train, but Allandra spent most of her time talking with Jessica. She wanted to learn every- thing about her new aunt..She learned about Jessica’s time in Rokkaku, her friends and teachers, and some stories of her career in MI6. Most of all, though, she wanted to know about her family. “What happened to my grandfather?” Allandra asked. “He went back to Japan,” Jessica said. “I think it was always the place he liked best. He’s still living there, although he’s retired now. One day I’ll take you to meet him.” “So you’re the only one left in England?” Jessica nodded. “On my own in our old house. In a way, Beechwood House belongs to you and Ignis too, you know. Maybe one day you’ll come to live here. It would be nice to see the house full again.”

The only thing that made Allandra really happy was restoring her hair to its normal colour. At the first opportunity she made Jessica get her some dye remover, then went to the bathroom and washed it through three times. When she had finished, she looked in the mirror and felt a glow of satisfaction to see her hair back to gold. She dressed and walked into Ignis’s room. “Ta-da!” Ignis looked up from the book he was reading. “Back to normal, huh?” “Yep.” Allandra dropped happily into a chair. “There goes the last reminder of that damn school. ’’m never going back there again.” “No. I guess not.” Ignis put his book down. “Shiro talked to me before he left. He said we aren’t going to be doing any more trips like this.” “T know,” Allandra said with a sigh. “But, Ig, what are we going to do? We did everything we could to stay hidden this time, and Vargas still found us. It barely took him a month. What are we going to do once we get back to Rokkaku? Stay there the rest of our lives?” “I don’t know,” Ignis said. He was silent for a minute, thinking. “Christopher always talks about initiative when he’s explaining why he wins all those games against us. Up until now, it’s always been Vargas who’s had the initiative. He looks for us, and we try to stay out of his way. If we keep doing that,

he’s going to get us eventually. Sooner or later we’ll get unlucky. Maybe we’re going to have to start doing something ourselves instead of just reacting to what he does.” “What, though?” Allandra asked. Ignis shrugged.

It was a December evening more than a week after their escape from London when Allandra and Ignis finally returned to Rokkaku. Jessica had taken them on a long, sweeping course through valleys and forests, avoiding roads and houses, to approach Rokkaku from the north. The sun was setting, turning the sky a cold violet, when Allandra recognised the familiar landmark of Dalarwen to their west. They came down the north slope of the valley and saw the ropes and bridges of Rokkaku appear out of the twilight before them. Ze’ev and Mr Oakley were there, along with Hiroshi, Shiro and several other boys from their class, all waiting expectantly. Allandra and Ignis came down the slope and stopped in front of Ze’ev. Ze’ev stood with arms folded. There was a moment’s pause. “You’re late,” Ze’ev said in the silence. “We got held up,” Ignis said. “Well, while you’ve been holidaying in the big city, your classmates have been working,” Ze’ev said. “I hope you don’t think you’ve got out of the last week of training.”

“That’s OK,” Allandra said. “I think we’ve had as much holiday as we can take for a while.” 7 Ze’ev grinned and suddenly everyone was laughing and talking. Hiroshi, Makoto, Tressan and all of the others were all asking questions at once. Allandra went straight into Mr Oakley’s arms. He held her for a long time. “Welcome back, Allandra,” he said at last. He looked up and Allandra turned her head to see Jessica. “Well done,” Mr Oakley said simply. Jessica smiled. “Thank you.” Allandra felt a touch on her shoulder and turned to see Shiro looking at her with an odd smile on his face. “There’s someone who wants to see you.” “Really?” Allandra let go of Mr Oakley and followed Shiro, hearing Ignis and Hiroshi laughing about something with Ze’ev behind her. She saw that Shiro was leading her to her own room. “Who?” Shiro stopped at the door. “In there,” he said, inclining his head. Allandra walked in and stopped dead. “Jen?” Jennifer straightened up from the bed where she had been unpacking a suitcase. She looked paler and more tired then the last time Allandra had seen her, but the mischievous grin that flashed to her face was the same as ever. “Hey, Ally,” Jennifer said. “Surprise.” Allandra stood with her mouth open. “But … I thought you went to London.”

“T did.” “But then—” “I went there to tell my parents that I wouldn’t be going with them to Venezuela. I told them I was staying here.” Allandra stared at Jennifer. “You told them that?” Jennifer nodded. “How was it?” Jennifer made a face. “Horrible.” “You mean you’re not going back again?” Allandra asked. “T don’t have anywhere back to go to. After what happened I wouldn’t want to, anyway. Rokkaku’s the only place I’ve got left.” Jennifer looked at Ally. “T guess we’re in the same boat now.” Allandra didn’t know what to say. She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. “I’m glad you’re here,” she finally said simply. Jennifer smiled sadly. “Well, I guess I am too.” She leaned back with a groan. “It was crazy, though. You wouldn’t believe what we had to do to get away.” “I can imagine.” Allandra paused. “What do you mean, ‘we’?” “Oh.” Jennifer hesitated. “Um, Ally, there’s some- thing I should probably tell you.” “What?” There was a knock at the door. Allandra turned, but

before she’d taken two steps Jennifer had bounced to her feet and was in front of her. She smoothed her hair back quickly and opened the door. Ichiro gave Allandra a bow. “O-kaeri nasai.” He turned to Jennifer. “Jennifer, Hiroshi and the others are organising a party to celebrate Allandra and Ignis’s homecoming. It should begin in an hour. Would you like to come as well?” “Sure,” Jennifer said, smiling. “That’d be great.” “Tl see you there.” Ichiro hesitated, then leaned forward and kissed Jennifer before bowing and turning away. Jennifer closed the door and turned to see Allandra staring at her. “Jen,” Allandra said carefully, “what just happened?” “Well, this was what I was going to tell you…” “Did you just kiss Ichiro?” Jennifer paused. “Kind of.” “Kind of?” “Well, I probably should have told you this before,” Jennifer said. “Ichiro and I are … sort of going out with each other.” Allandra stood with her mouth open for several seconds before finding her voice. “Ichiro’s your boyfriend?” “Well, yeah.” “Since when?”

Jennifer walked back to the bed and sat down. “Since about six weeks ago.” Allandra stared at her. Jennifer grinned. “So. Welcome home.”
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NEU BEGINNINGS

It was a new year. From the top of Pen Rhiwbie, more than four hundred metres above sea level, Allandra lay flat with her chin resting on her hands and looked down into the Doethwr valley. Just before her were the cliffs of the Carreg y Galt, dropping almost vertically for a hundred metres before levelling off into the banks of the Doethwr river. Above, huge white clouds the size of battleships were stacked on top of each other to vast heights, moving with deceptive speed. Up on the peaks of the hills, out of the shelter of the valleys, the Welsh winds were strong and restless. Allandra felt them only as a strong breeze that rippled her hair, but she knew that were she to stand upright they could knock her off her feet. The rapidly moving clouds cast the land below in quickly changing sunlight and shade. From her vantage point, Allandra could see the shadows of the clouds sweeping across the hills, the leading edge travelling faster than any car over the trees and slopes. Allandra and Jennifer were on Wide Patrol. Unless you could fly or swim, there were only three

ways into Rokkaku. To Rokkaku’s west was the Doethwr valley, whose steep slopes and foaming waters were all but impassable. To the east was the lake of Llyn Garedig. The lake’s long spiderlike arms reached far into the north, meaning that anyone approaching Rokkaku from the north had to make the long, difficult journey around the edges of Llyn Garedig and through the northern hills. Few people knew the route and even fewer used it. The second route, from the south, was easier. The Rhosmaen road ran as far as the dam, from which you could walk around the southern side of the lake and join the forestry path. This was the easiest and fastest way in, and the one Allandra and Ignis had taken a year and a half ago when escaping from London. The third route was from the southwest. Thousands of years ago, a river had carved out a long valley that ran into the Doethwr. The river had long since dried up, but the smooth valley formed the only gap in the otherwise sheer slopes on either side of the Doethwr, and led eventually to the southern edge of the Rokkaku forests. It was this valley that Allandra was looking down on now. The Wide Patrols were the long-range sensors of Rokkaku’s defence system. Students from the third and fourth years would go out in pairs with a radio and a packed lunch, and return six or seven hours later to report on what they had seen. Although Ze’ev and

Mr Morimoto would give suggestions as to routes, they were mostly free to go wherever they wanted. Wide Patrols would roam as far as five miles from Rokkaku, travelling across country with only one rule: stay unseen. The Wide Patrols had two purposes: to provide early warning of anyone approaching Rokkaku and to give the students stealth practice. Spotting incoming people was more of a game than anything else. If the Wide Patrols didn’t spot them, the first and second years manning the outposts in the spotter ring would, and on the freak chance that they didn’t spot them, that still left the fifth and sixth years defending the home ring only a half-mile from Rokkaku itself. In any case, most of the people passing near Rokkaku were tourists, wearing brightly coloured clothes that a blind man would have trouble missing. But all the same, being the long arm of Rokkaku’s defences was fun, and it had become a competition amongst the third and fourth years to see if they could report all the inbounds before they reached the spotter ring. The Wide Patrols were assigned the area from one to five miles away from Rokkaku. If drawn on a map, it would look like an enormous doughnut. In practise, though, they rarely travelled more than two and a half miles from the centre. You couldn’t properly watch the inbound routes if you went any further, and if you went too far south, you’d get into farm country —

and farmers were much sharper-eyed than tourists. Allandra and Jennifer had done a relatively small circuit today. They had travelled south from Rokkaku and climbed Pen Rhiwbie, circled the hilltop to look down upon on everything south of Rokkaku, then finally settled down to watch the southwestern approach. Although Pen Rhiwbie’s slopes to the south, west and east were nearly vertical, it flattened off on top to make a small plateau across which the blasting wind stripped away anything taller than a blade of grass. Were any adventurous tourist to climb the hill, Allandra and Jennifer would have trouble staying out of sight. But the January air was frost- heavy and cold, and there were few tourists out today. Christmas had come and gone and it was a new term at Rokkaku. Some things were the same… “Hey, Ally!” Jennifer said cheerfully, dropping down next to Allandra. “You know what I was saying about Ichiro and the play?” … and some things weren’t. Allandra rolled over onto her side. “You’re supposed to be watching the south.” “But it’s boring. Nobody’s there. So which part do you think would suit him?” “None of them.” “Ally …” Jennifer said, hurt. “Come on, how am I supposed to know? Maybe

he won’t want to play any part. He probably doesn’t © like acting.” “That’s not true. He used to act in school plays back in Japan.” Allandra looked at her friend in exasperation. “Then if you know that much about him, why are you asking me?” “Well, it’s fun to talk about.” Allandra put her hand over her eyes. For the last month, Jennifer had been able to talk about practically nothing except Ichiro. No matter what kind of con- versation Allandra started, Jennifer would steer it around to her new boyfriend with the persistence of a magnet. If things were going well, the theme would be how much fun Jennifer was having and all the things she wanted to do next. If things were going badly, Jennifer would want to tell Allandra all about how unreasonable Ichiro was. The current issue was the upcoming production of As You Like It. Jennifer had lots of ideas about what part Ichiro should play and wanted to tell Allandra all of them Allandra was getting sick to death of hearing about Ichiro. Her and Jennifer’s room had once been their own private sanctuary. Now it was the Ichiro Discussion Club. And when Jennifer wasn’t talking about Ichiro, she was with Ichiro, leaving Allandra on her own. Oh well, Allandra thought, I suppose I should be

grateful she’s here at all. Jennifer’s parents were gone to South America, probably for good. If Ichiro kept her from sinking into depression, maybe it was a fair trade. But fair trade or not, Allandra was going to scream if she had to take part in one more dialogue on which character Ichiro should play in As You Like It. “You still haven’t told me how the two of you got together, you know,” Allandra cut in, interrupting Jennifer before she could really get going. “How did that happen?” “I haven’t?” Jennifer paused and Allandra could see her switching mental gears. “Oh. Well, do you remember that party that we went to at my house? Back in the first week at Waybury?” Allandra nodded. “I came back early and Ichiro went to meet you.” “Yeah. Well, I had another fight with my parents and Ichiro was there when I left. We got to talking, and … things just happened. For the rest of our time in Waybury I saw Ichiro a lot, and we kept on talking about what I was going to do. I was trying to decide if I wanted to make the break and go away to Rokkaku. It was Vargas that finally made my mind up, though. Up until we made that escape over the rooftops I still wasn’t sure. But watching everyone working together … Well, I realised that my parents would never do anything like that for me. So I decided to go back and

tell them. I’m sorry I left without seeing you, but I didn’t want you saying a big goodbye when I thought I’d be back in couple of days. “It was a lot worse than I thought it was going to be, though. My parents wouldn’t let me leave. It was lucky Ichiro was around.” “But he was in Rokkaku by then, wasn’t he?” Allandra asked. “Nope.” “Yes he was. I saw him leave Beechwood House the day after you did.” “You saw him /eave. But after he’d left he asked Shiro and Hiroshi to cover for him and headed for London. I’d told him I was going to call him after Id left my parents, you see, and I hadn’t, and he was worried. Anyway, he showed up just at the right time and I got out.” “How?” Allandra asked. “Through the top window. Yes, I know,” Jennifer said in response to Allandra’s expression. “Just like two years ago. It didn’t stop there, either. We had to avoid your father’s men and the police as well. Getting back to Rokkaku took ages. It gave us lots of time to talk, though. We didn’t get back until .. .” Once again, Allandra realised just how much there was of Jennifer’s life that she didn’t know about. While Allandra had been busy with her own problems, Jennifer had been dealing with hers. And from now on,

that was going to happen more, not less. Ichiro and Jennifer were always going to have a kind of separate world for the two of them, that Allandra could never really share. Jennifer’s not all mine any more, Allandra thought with a twinge of sadness. “ _. so that was why I thought he’d be really good for Oliver,” Jennifer finished. “Ally? Did you hear me?” “Sure,” Allandra said. “We might as well head back.” ; They crawled backwards twenty metres or so before standing up, just to make sure they wouldn’t be skylined to anyone watching from the valley. The wind hit them with full force.as they rose, sending their hair streaming out horizontally. Jennifer didn’t say anything as they began their walk northwards down towards Llyn Garedig and Rokkaku. It surprised Allandra a little, since a little wind wasn’t usually enough to keep Jennifer quiet, but when she looked at Jennifer she saw that her roommate was thinking. “Do you know where Shiro is?” Jennifer said after they had descended far enough to be a little out of the wind. “North patrol, I think.” “Oh.” Jennifer paused. “Do you see him much these days?” Jennifer’s voice was a little too casual. Allandra looked at her suspiciously. “Sometimes. Why?”

“Oh, nothing.” “Jennifer .. .” Jennifer gave Allandra an expression of hurt innocence. “What?” Allandra sighed and gave up. She knew Jennifer was up to something, but she also knew that Jennifer wouldn’t tell her about it. Well, some things haven’t changed, Allandra thought as they headed north towards the road that would take them into the forests of Rokkaku.

Ignis sat hidden in the treetops on the edge of the advanced balance course. The branches were a little uncomfortable, but he was too interested in the action at the centre to notice. The advanced balance course was set on top of the forested hill called Dalarwen, mounted in the trees. Like the high rope area a little to the west, where first and second years learned to walk tightropes, the advanced course was strung with ropes and set high off the ground, but instead of having half a dozen wide wooden platforms, the advanced area had only one, mounted in an oak tree at the centre. Once you stepped off that platform, there was no footing to be had wider than a hands-breadth. A few tiny steps and hand- holds were mounted in the trees and branches, with a network of ropes surrounding them, all at different heights and angles. Just crossing the advanced area

was difficult enough, and right now four people were fighting on it. Standing on the centre platform, his feet spread wide, was Ze’ev, a bokken held in both his hands. Around him, three sixth formers, also armed with bokkens and wearing black belts to go with their gis, were circling on the ropes and branches. They were trying to force Ze’ev from the centre. They’d been trying for ten minutes now. As Ignis watched, the sixth former in front of him ran along a tightrope towards Ze’ev. Ze’ev shifted to face him. Instantly the sixth former came to a dead halt, reversing, while behind Ze’ev the other two jumped for the platform at once. Ze’ev spun smoothly to slide into one of them, ramming into the boy with his bokken held horizon- tally. The sixth former blocked the bokken, but the impact sent him flying off the edge of the platform, disappearing into the branches below. Ze’ev turned to parry a strike from the second sixth former. The crack-crack-crack of wood on wood echoed through the trees as the two of them fought, the bokkens striking and parrying almost too fast to follow. It didn’t last long. Ze’ev steadily forced the student back towards the edge, then kicked his leg out at the knee. With a grunt the sixth former fell, catching the rope as he fell to swing with one hand. Ze’ev turned towards the third boy, who was just landing on the

other edge of the platform, and raised his hand. “That’ll do.” Instantly the third boy lowered his weapon. “Nick!” Ze’ev called. A voice floated up from below. “Yes?” All of the practise areas had safety nets strung underneath them, although they were hard to see from above. The boy who had been knocked off the platform was crawling his way back to the tree. “W ork on your evasion.” Ze’ev knelt down, grabbed the hand of the boy still dangling from the rope, and pulled him up onto the platform with a powerful heave. “Kosuke, you’re doing better, but you still defend scared. Kenichi, that was good. Practise and come back next week.” Kosuke and Kenichi bowed. “Yes, sensei.” They went to the ladder in the oak tree to go down to the safety net and collect their fallen bokken and partner. Ze’ev turned towards the branches Ignis was hiding in. “Well? Are you going to sit there all day?” Sheepishly Ignis climbed off his branch and began to pick his way towards the central platform. Ze’ev _ watched him, hands on hips. “Training’s hard enough without your ugly face looking at me from the leaves. For a minute I thought someone had built a gargoyle.” “I don’t look like a gargoyle,” Ignis said in-

dignantly, balancing carefully on the slanted tightrope. “How do you think I spotted you? You were scaring the birds away.” Grabbing a branch for balance, Ignis stepped onto the platform. “Um … Are you free on Friday? I’d like to do some taijutsu.” Ze’ev looked at Ignis with eyebrows raised. “You’re not hanging around in the treetops just for some taijutsu practice. What do you want?” “All right,” Ignis admitted. “There was something I wanted to ask you.” “That’s better.” Ze’ev took his bokken and laid it in the branches of the tree, then sat down and settled himself comfortably. “Well, I don’t have anyone to teach for half an hour. Ask away.” “Zeev … you were one of Jessica’s teachers when she was here at Rokkaku, weren’t you?” Ze’ev nodded. “That’s right.” “So you’ve always known about my mother, and about Vargas?” Ze’ev nodded again. Ignis hesitated. “How much am I like my parents?” “Oh, that’s what’s bothering you, is it?” Ze’ev shrugged. “Mostly like them.” That was exactly the answer Ignis had been afraid of. “Oh,” he said, his heart sinking. “IT wouldn’t worry about it too much.” Ignis glared at his teacher. “How am I supposed to

not worry about it? I don’t want to become like my ~ father!” “You won’t. Unless you want to.” “But you just said…” “I keep forgetting that you’re a bit slow on the uptake. All right, I’ll start from the beginning. Heredity is about potential and inclination. Because you’re your parents’ child, you’ll be of the same material as them. That doesn’t take away your free will. You can still live as you want. But what you’ll want is likely to be fairly similar. Do you understand?” 1 “But I thought you said I wasn’t going to end up like Vargas.” “No, I said you might not end up like Vargas.” Ze’ev tapped his fingers on the tree. “Put it another way. Although your mother and father came from opposite backgrounds, they had one big thing in common — and you’ve inherited it. They didn’t like rules. That’s a problem, because to live in a society, you have to follow the rules. So your mother ended up on the frontier zone, where the rules aren’t followed so closely. Your father ended up there too, but for a different reason. He didn’t like following other people’s rules either, but he figured out that if he became powerful enough, he could make the rules. And he’s competent enough to have got most of what he wanted. “Now, you’ve got that quality from your mother
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and father. You’ve picked up some other things from your father, too. You like violence and you’re good at it. You hate taking orders. You like risk and danger. But none of those things have to be bad. Someone who likes fighting can channel and control it in the martial arts. Someone who hates taking orders is usually better at thinking for themselves. And the more you like risk, the better you’ll do in really dangerous spots, where cautious people would freeze up. Every temperament’s got its own strengths and weaknesses. Whether you take it in a good direction or an evil one’s up to you.” “Oh,” Ignis said. “So I’m OK, then?” Ze’ev shrugged. “For now. But it’s going to be a _ problem for you in the future. You see, modern England isn’t really designed for adventurous types like you and your sister. You do fine here in Rokkaku, but you’ve probably noticed that Rokkaku’s a bit unusual. That was one of the reasons we let you go to Waybury. When you finally leave Rokkaku, that’s what you and Allandra are going to be busy dealing with. I know Vargas seems like the big problem now, but as you get older you’ll realise he’s not that important.” Ignis looked at Ze’ev in disbelief. “Not that impor- tant? He nearly got us killed.” “Not getting killed is easy. It’s figuring out how to live that’s hard.” Ze’ev heaved himself to his feet.

“But that’s something you don’t have to worry about _ for now. Now off with you, I’ve got a lesson to teach.” Ignis climbed down from the oak and walked back towards Rokkaku. Ze’ev had given him a lot to think about, but thinking things over wasn’t Ignis’s style. Instead he pushed it to the back of his mind, trusting that the important parts would filter through. Ignis spotted Christopher sitting on the canteen roof at the top of the valley, looking down over Rokkaku. “Hey, Chris,” he called, waving. “Still not training?” Christopher waved back and climbed down care- fully on his left hand. “No. Dr Furuta says I can’t do anything but exercises for another week.” Christopher had stayed at home over Christmas, and had returned for the start of the new term with his arm still in its cast. The cast was off now, but he hadn’t yet rejoined the climbing and faijutsu classes. “So have you been trying to get one of the big parts in the play as well? [ve just seen Tressan and Makoto. It seems like everyone wants to be the hero.” Ignis laughed. “No chance.” Mr Oakley had explained to them at the beginning of the term that drama was part of ninjutsu training. Traditional ninja had spent much of their time as spies, spying required acting, and being able to perform on stage was the first step towards learning it. As far as Ignis was

concerned, though, it was just another class. “How about you?” | “No, Jen’s the actress. But I think she’s got some- thing planned .. .” Ignis grinned. “Speak of the devil.” The door to Christopher’s room was just up ahead, and a small figure with fair hair and a red belt was standing in front of it. “There you are!” Jennifer said, brightening visibly at the sight of them. ; “Hey, Jen,” Chris said. “Back from patrol?” “Patrol?” Jennifer’s brow cleared. “Oh that’s right, we were on patrol. It was fine. Listen, you have to come with me.” “Come where? … Hey!” Jennifer had grabbed Christopher by the hand and was dragging him along the path. “Jen!” Chris protested, digging his heels in. “Where are we going?” Jennifer looked at Chris in exasperation. “To Ichiro’s room. I already told you. Keep up, Chris.” She ran off along the path. “I didn’t hear her say anything about Ichiro’s room,” Ignis said, restraining a grin as Christopher picked himself up. “That’s because she didn’t,” Christopher muttered, brushing dirt from his gi. He gave a sigh. “Come on, let’s see what’s she’s up to.” SBS

Ichiro’s room was close to Allandra and Jennifer’s. : The door was shut. Ignis knocked. No answer. Ignis knocked louder. A muffled voice came from behind the door. “Did anyone see you coming?” Ignis stared at the door. “Jen, we’re in the middle of Rokkaku. Of course people saw us.” “Can you see Ally?” “No.” “Did Ally see you?” “No.” “Did Shiro see you?” “No!” “How about Hiroshi?” “Open the door already!” Jennifer opened the door a crack, peered one way and the other, then opened it wider, hustled Ignis and Christopher in quickly and shut it behind them. “OK,” she announced. “We should be safe now.” _ “Safe from what?” Ignis asked. He saw Ichiro sitting on the bed and gave him a questioning look. Ichiro just rolled his eyes. “T think Shiro’s still out with Hiroshi on north patrol,” Jennifer said. “And Ally went to have a shower. So we’re OK for another half-hour or so.” Christopher Jet out a careful breath. “Jen, if you don’t tell me what you’re talking about, I am going to go nuts. What’s going on?”

“OK, everyone gather round,” Jennifer said. She sat next to Ichiro on the bed. Ignis and Christopher pulled up chairs, watching her the same way they would an unexploded bomb. “We need to do something about Ally and Shiro,” Jennifer announced. “Do what?” Ignis asked. “Get them together, of course.” Ignis blinked. “What?” Jennifer sighed. “Ig, you’re so slow sometimes. Shiro’s in love with Ally, but he’s too shy to do anything about it. And Ally likes Shiro, but she’s completely clueless about this sort of stuff. So—” Ignis held up his hand. “Wait a second! Shiro’s in love with Ally?” “Well, duh.” “T haven’t seen it,” Ignis said. “I think ?d know—” “No you wouldn’t, because you’re even more clueless than your sister. Now, like I was saying—” Ignis turned to Ichiro in disbelief. “Do you buy this?” Ichiro shrugged. “It’s plausible. Your sister and Shiro do act differently around one another. And I noticed while we were home in Tokyo that Shiro seemed to think about Allandra often.” “She doesn’t talk about him to me,” Ignis objected. “You’re her brother. It’s different,” Christopher said. “What I want to know is what you,” he pointed at Jennifer, “have got planned.”
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“Well, it’s simple,” Jennifer said. “Ally’s not going _ to think about this stuff, so she’s going to wait for Shiro to make the first move. But Shiro’s never going to make the first move, because he’ll be waiting for a sign from Ally, and Ally’s never going to give him one because she wouldn’t know how to do it, so Shiro’s going to think that Ally doesn’t want him to do any- thing, so he won’t do anything either. So unless we do something, they’re never going to get together. Now, P’ve—” “Wait, wait, wait. Back up.” Christopher held up a finger. “ ‘Unless we do something’? Why is it ‘we’? - When did it stop being ‘T and start being ‘we’?” “Oh come on, you guys,” Jennifer said. “You’re not going to just sit there and do nothing, are you?” “You’re kidding,” Ignis said. “You want us to help you as well?” “Is this about you trying to do something nice for Ally after she got in trouble down in London trying to help you?” Christopher asked. “No.” “Is this about you wanting to pay Ally back for messing around with your life when she tried to help you?” Ignis asked. “No!” Jennifer said indignantly. “Is this because you’re just bored and want to cause trouble?” “Of course not!”

“Ts this because you’ve got a boyfriend now, so you want Ally to have a boyfriend as well?” Christopher asked. “No! …” Jennifer hesitated. “… Well, maybe.” “Jennifer!” Christopher said in exasperation. “Look, I’m spending a lot of time with Ichiro now,” Jennifer said. “And I think Ally’s a bit upset that I’m hardly hanging around with her any more. So I thought it would be nice if Ally had someone as well.” 4 “You could just talk to her yourself, instead of trying to play matchmaker!” “Think about it, you guys,” Jennifer said persuasively. “Aren’t you supposed to be Shiro’s friends? You want him to be happy, right? Well, he’s really bothered over Ally. He’d be really grateful to you if you helped him out.” “And Ally?” Ignis said. “She’s going to be over the moon that we’re trying to mess around with her love-life, is she?” “Of course! Don’t you want to do something nice for her? She’s still really worried over Vargas and Michael. This is the perfect way to take her mind off things.” Ignis looked at Ichiro. “Don’t you have a problem with this?” “Why would I?” Ichiro said in mild surprise. Ignis gave up and turned back to Jennifer. “Look,

even if we agreed, there’s nothing we could do about it anyway.” “Ah-ha!” Jennifer raised her finger dramatically in the air. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve got a foolproof plan.” “Oh, that makes a change,” Christopher muttered. “What plan?” Ignis asked. “One that’s guaranteed to work! I spent ages thinking about it. You see, we needed a way of getting Ally and Shiro together, but it had to be in such a way that they wouldn’t guess what was going on. Otherwise, they’d get suspicious and it’d ruin the whole mood. Well, I thought and thought for days. What have we got in Rokkaku to work with? And what would be the perfect way to—” “Jen!” Ignis nearly shouted. “Just tell us!” “The play, of course!” Jennifer said triumphantly. “Our production of As You Like It. All we have to _ do is make sure that Ally and Shiro get cast as the two lead characters. Their characters are supposed to fall in love in the play, so they’ll get together for real!” Ignis, Christopher and Ichiro stared at her. Jennifer looked puzzled. “What? Don’t you like it?” “Jennifer,” Christopher said slowly and carefully, “that is the stupidest plan I have ever heard in my entire life.” “No it’s not,” Jennifer said, hurt.

“It’s stupid even by your standards, and that’s saying something.” “Look, just think about it,” Jennifer said, leaning forward and becoming animated again. “We set things up so that Shiro gets the part of Orlando — he’s the hero — and Allandra gets cast as the heroine, Rosalind. Once we’ve made sure that they’ve got those parts, we’re done! They’ll have to rehearse together, and they’ll be saying all those great romantic lines to each other. If they do it off on their own in the forest, the background’ll even be right, too. Don’t you see how perfect it is? We won’t have to do anything at all to push them. They’ll have to pretend to be lovers. And then if they keep pretending, it’ll become real!” “But this is ridiculous,” Christopher objected. “They probably won’t even be cast in those parts anyway.” “Yes, they will. They’d be perfect for them. Anyway, I’ve got it all planned out. Mr Oakley’s going to have to cast them as Orlando and Rosalind, because there won’t be anyone else there.” “It could work,” Ichiro said. _ Christopher looked at him in disbelief. “You aren’t seriously considering this, are you?” Ichiro shrugged. “It does seem possible.” “I don’t care,” Ignis said. “I’m not doing it.” “Oh, come on, Ig,” Jennifer said pleadingly. “Please? Don’t you want to help out Ally and Shiro?”

“No!” Ignis folded his arms. “There is absolutely no. way you are talking me into this.”

“I can’t believe she talked me into this,” Ignis muttered one hour later, walking out of Ichiro’s room. “Jen’s hard to say no to,” Christopher said ruefully. They turned and started walking up the path. “Is this how Jennifer always gets you to go along with her stupid ideas?” Ignis demanded. “Asking and asking and asking until you’re ready to say yes to anything if she’ll just shut up?” “Pretty much,” Christopher said. “Plus there’s a kind of blackmail to it. If I don’t help, I know she’ll just do it herself, and without me she’ll get into even worse trouble.” “Well, you did a great job stopping her,” Ignis muttered. “You don’t really think this is going to work, do you?” “I’m not really sure,” Christopher said. “How would you feel if it did?” “Huh?” Christopher looked at him. “Well, Ally’s your sister, isn’t she? Would you be OK with her going out with Shiro?” “J__” Ignis stopped. He had been so focused on Jennifer’s plan that it hadn’t occurred to him. Shiro was unusual even by the standards of Rokkaku. To those who didn’t know him, he was helpful, polite and

completely reserved. He hid his thoughts and feelings so well that most people never found them. It had taken Ignis a long time to begin to understand his roommate. Shiro’s mask-like perfection was practised, not natural, a defence Shiro had created when he had been isolated and a target. Shiro’s enemies were long gone, left behind in Japan, but the habits had stayed. But once Ignis had finally gained Shiro’s trust, he had found to his surprise that Shiro was a good friend, kind and loyal. He, Ally, Chris and Jennifer had fallen into the habit of looking to Shiro whenever there was trouble, knowing that Shiro would do his best to help them. As Shiro had: become less guarded, Ignis had begun to find him good company as well. He had vaguely noticed that Allandra seemed to get on very well with him too, and they had been spending a lot of time together these last months… “I guess it’d be OK,” Ignis said slowly. “I mean, if I’d trust anyone…” “Great,” Christopher said, patting Ignis on the shoulder. “Well, have fun!” “Huh? Hey!” Ignis looked around. They had reached his and Shiro’s room, and Christopher was walking away. “Wait a minute! Where are you going?” “Oh, I’d just get in your way,” See called over his shoulder. “Later!” Before Ignis could retort, Christopher had vanished.

Ignis turned to look at his door. “How did it end up being me doing this?” he muttered to himself, then walked in. “Hey, Ignis,” Shiro said without looking up. He was sitting on his bed, propped against the wall, reading. “Hey. How was patrol?” “Empty. North patrols aren’t very interesting.” “Yeah. Um … Have you thought about what part you want in the play?” Shiro flipped a page. “The what? Oh. No, I haven’t really thought about it. I’ll probably be one of the pages or something.” “Uh … don’t you think you should have a bigger part?” “Not really. Why?” “Well, we— I mean, I thought you would be good as Orlando.” Shiro looked up in surprise. “Orlando? Isn’t he the hero?” “Yeah.” Shiro shook his head. “I was never much of an actor. Being centre stage isn’t my thing. Ichiro always used to enjoy drama, though. You could ask him.” Ignis sighed inwardly. Shiro’s lack of ego wasn’t making this any easier. “Actually, Ichiro thought you would be good for it.” _ “He did?” Shiro gave Ignis a puzzled look, then shook his head again. “But come on, Ignis: Even if

Ichiro doesn’t do it, half the boys in the class are going to want to play Orlando.” “No they won’t.” At least if Ichiro and Jennifer do their job right, Ignis added to himself. “Anyway, I think it would suit you…”

Meanwhile, Jennifer was getting to work on Allandra. “But I don’t know anything about acting,” Allandra protested. : Jennifer waved Allandra’s objections away. She’d settled down cross-legged on Allandra’s bed, and was now thoroughly into her stride. “Come on, Ally, we’re the only two girls in the class. Who else are they going to get to play the women?” “Couldn’t they ask someone from the other years?” “They all said no.” Actually, Jennifer didn’t have a clue if they’d been asked, but she wasn’t about to tell Allandra that. “And you’d be great for the part.” “But Rosalind’s the heroine!” Allandra looked at Jennifer in dismay. “Jen, this is ridiculous. You’re the actress, not me. Everyone knows that. Why aren’t you doing it? I could be the other girl, Celia.” “No. I want to be Celia. Anyway, Celia’s a much more difficult part.” “How can she be a more difficult part if she’s only got a quarter of the lines?” “Because she’s the supporting role. That means she has to be around all of the time, and if she isn’t just

right, then the heroine isn’t right either. But the hero- _ ine doesn’t have to be perfect if the supporting role’s good, because that way she gets supported.” Allandra looked at Jennifer in confusion. “What?” “Trust me. I used to go to drama school, remember? I know these things. So if you’re not Rosalind, then the whole play’s going to be a disaster. And Mr Oakley will be really unhappy.” Jennifer paused. “So, will you do it?” Allandra hesitated. “Well, I—” “Great! Tl go tell the others!” Jennifer bounced to her feet and was out of the door.
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THOUGHTS AND PLANS

Over the next week, at Jennifer’s insistence, Allandra practised the part of Rosalind. Casting day was Saturday. P Allandra woke up on Saturday morning with a slight feeling of anxiety. She let herself lie in bed for half an hour — Saturdays and Sundays were the only times she got to sleep in — then rose and peeked into Jennifer’s room. “Jen?” To Allandra’s surprise, the bed was empty. Jennifer usually took ages to get ready in the mornings. She must have gone to casting early, Allandra thought as she went to the bathroom, dressed, and left. They were supposed to meet at ten o’clock outside Mr Oakley’s study. But after Allandra had crossed the bridges and trekked up the valley, she got a second surprise. The only person standing outside Mr Oakley’s room was Shiro. Shiro nodded to her with a smile. “Hey, Ally.” “Are we the only ones?” Allandra asked in puzzle- ment..The class had been fairly enthusiastic over the

play. She’d expected nearly everyone to be here. “No one else,” Shiro said. “I’m glad you showed up. I thought it was going to be just me.” The door opened and Mr Oakley looked out. “Hello, everybody. I’m sorry I’m late, I—” He blinked. “Ts this all?” “T think so,” Allandra said doubtfully. Mr Oakley scratched his head. “How odd. I expected much more. Nobody else is here? Not even Jennifer and Ichiro?” “T haven’t seen them,” Allandra said. “Maybe they got the time wrong?” Shiro suggested. “But I was sure I told everybody to be here at ten o’clock.” Mr Oakley sighed. “Well, maybe my memory is going. Come on inside, you two. I had thought we could use a dojo, but with only two of you, there’s hardly any point. Maybe some others will show up later.” Allandra and Shiro followed Mr Oakley inside and helped him shift some of the stacks of books and papers. “Oh, thank you. Well, we may as well get started. Shiro, what part did you have in mind?” Shiro hesitated. “Actually, I was thinking about auditioning for Orlando.” Mr Oakley looked up with interest. “Really? Good for you. Well, off you go. Try from Act Two, Scene Three. ‘O good old man.’” Shiro took a copy and began reading.

“O good old man, how well in thee appears The constant service of the ancient world When service sweat for duty, not for meed…”

He’s actually good, Allandra thought in surprise. She’d never seen Shiro perform before, but he read the lines well, without looking down at the copy in his hands. He must have practised until he knew them nearly by heart. But where were Jennifer and the others?

“OK!” Jennifer announced. “Here we are!” They had arrived at the old cabin. Jennifer walked out into the clearing and stopped next to the mossy bricks. She turned, beaming, as the rest of the class came out of the trees behind her. “Where’s Mr Oakley?” one of the boys asked. “He’s in some sort of teachers’ meeting,” Jennifer said. “He’ll be here soon.” “Why did he decide to do casting outside?” another asked, looking around at the trees dubiously. “Oh, there wasn’t enough space back in his study. Don’t worry, though, we can practise while we’re out here.” Ignis, Christopher, Hiroshi and Ichiro were in the crowd, keeping quiet. Ichiro was standing with his arms folded, refusing to get involved. He’d gone along

with Jennifer’s plan up to this point, but had drawn the line at lying to the class. “Tressan!” Jennifer said. “Which part did you want to play?” “Well, I wanted to try Orlando …” Tressan began. Jennifer shook her head decisively. “No, that won’t work at all.” Tressan looked at Jennifer, puzzled. “Why not?” “You’re just not right for the part. The match is all wrong. You don’t look like an Orlando, either. Look at yourself. It’s obvious, isn’t it?” “Look at myself?” Tressan said in confusion. “Exactly. You’d be perfect for Charles, the duke’s wrestler, though. You’re nice and strong. That would be a great part for you. Here.” Jennifer took Tressan’s copy out of his hands, turned it to the right page and tapped on Charles’s lines. “Have a look at them. What about you, Makoto?” “Orlando?” Makoto said. “Oh, definitely not. You’re too short.” Jennifer leaned back and frowned, then brightened. “Duke Frederick! That’s it. You should definitely be the Duke.” “I don’t remember Mr Oakley leaving you in charge,” Makoto said. He was watching Jennifer suspiciously. Behind him, several of the other boys were conferring, and their expressions when they turned to look at Jennifer were unfriendly.

“But he asked me to help. Remember?” Jennifer looked around. “Guys?”

Allandra was reading on the sofa when the door flew open. Jennifer ducked in and shut the door behind her very fast. “Jen!” Allandra sat up, dropping her book. “Where were you?” “Oh, hey, Ally.” Jennifer leaned her back against the door and let out a long breath. “Man, those guys had absolutely no sense of humour.” “T think I got the part. It was really weird, though, no one showed up apart from …” Allandra paused. Jennifer’s gi seemed rather dirty, and there were leaves and twigs in her hair. “Uh, where have you been?” “Did Shiro get Orlando?” Jennifer asked, vanishing into the bathroom. Allandra stared after her. “How did you know that was what he was auditioning for? Yes, I’m sure he did. Jen, were you in a tree?” “No, I went through a tree … ow. This stuff is hard to get out.” Jennifer emerged from the bathroom, brushing back her hair. “Well, it’s great you’ve got the part. Have to run. If Makoto or Tressan come asking for me, tell them you haven’t seen me all day. Bye!” Jennifer vanished before Allandra could open her mouth. Allandra sighed. Not only was Jennifer busy with

Ichiro, now she had one of her insane plans on the go, too. It was looking like she wouldn’t see her roommate for days. Then Allandra looked at the clock and brightened. It was twelve o’clock. Time to go and meet her new aunt. Allandra climbed the slopes of Rokkaku to the forestry road and followed it south, enjoying the view of the lake. When she reached South Point, the outpost on the edge of the spotter ring, she climbed the hill to check that no tourists were in the area she was heading for. The two second years in South Point were happy to chat; outpost duty could be tedious. After having been told that neither the spotters nor the Wide Patrols had reported anyone, Allandra headed south in a good mood. Allandra went over the eastern side of Pen Rhiwbie, ’ stayed weil to the right of the dam — she still didn’t like going there if she could help it — and came down into the Tawi valley. Once there, she climbed along the rocky western bank of the river until she reached her favourite crossing place. Even when its waters were low, the Tawi was a dangerous river. White water foamed and crashed against the rocks as Allandra carefully timed her jumps from boulder to boulder. She couldn’t help pausing midway and looking down the valley through the mist of water to see the river twist down between boulders

towards Junction Pool. The thought that she’d fallen in there once made Allandra shudder. If she’d known at the time how dangerous it was, she might not have had the courage to make that leap. Allandra made the last jump to the east bank and followed it downriver to Junction Pool. Jessica was waiting for her beneath the trees on the eastern shore, looking down onto the pool and the rocks. She gave Allandra a wave as Allandra climbed up to her. Jessica’s visits had become the high point of Allandra’s week. Whenever Jessica could manage it, she would come up to Rokkaku over the weekend, and she and Allandra would talk. To begin with Ignis had shown up as well, but after a couple of weeks he had stayed away, preferring to train with Ze’ev. Allandra didn’t mind. She liked being on her own with Jessica, and she was finding that, for all that she loved Mr Oakley, it was sometimes nice to have a woman to talk to. They had met in other places, from the treetops of Dalarwen to Allandra’s room, but this spot, on the shores of Junction Pool, was Allandra’s favourite. It was here, more than two years ago, that Jessica had pulled Allandra and Ignis out of the river and taken them to Rokkaku. In a way, this was where her new life had begun. “Hungry?” Jessica asked as Allandra came up to her. “Sure!” Allandra said, sitting down. Jessica pulled

out a rucksack and took out drinks and sandwiches. “You didn’t bring tuna again, did you?” Allandra asked. Jessica sighed. “No, I didn’t put in any tuna. Aren’t you ever going to forget about that?” “You forgot once,” Allandra pointed out. “Once. I forgot and made tuna sandwiches once. You don’t need to remind me about it every week.” Jessica passed Allandra a sandwich. “Anyway, it’s beef this time. It’s never been near a can of tuna fish in its entire life.” Allandra was too busy eating to reply. For a few minutes they concentrated on food. “What’s happening at your work?” Allandra asked after she was feeling less hungry. “Oh, I’m in a quiet phase. Counter-terrorism.” Allandra perked up. “Really?” Jessica grinned. “Not as interesting as it sounds. Counter-terrorism is police work, and police work isn’t very exciting. It’s background checks, investigating people, searching records, and not finding anything ninety-nine times out of a hundred. Really, it isn’t our job —we’re supposed to handle foreign intelligence. But the terror alert level’s gone up, so all of the counter- terrorist people are overloaded and they’ve been calling for extra manpower. I was one of the ones detailed to help out. After a month or two the alert level will go down again and I’ll get posted somewhere else. It’s

happened before.” Jessica wrapped up the remains of her sandwich and put it tidily away in her backpack. “How are things for you?” Allandra was pulled out of a pleasant daydream about being an MI6 agent. “Oh yeah. Fun, actually. I think I’m going to be Rosalind.” “Really? That’s great!” “Yeah…” Allandra paused as a thought struck her. “Do you think we’ll have to wear costumes?” “Should have thought so.” “Will I have to wear a dress?” “Probably. Why?” “Well… I’ve never actually worn one before.” Jessica looked at her in astonishment. “Are you serious?” Allandra nodded. Jessica burst out laughing. “Hey!” Allandra said defensively. “It’s not like ve ever had a chance. Back in London, wearing anything like that would just have been asking for trouble. Then ever since I’ve come to Rokkaku I’ve been wearing a gi. And when I was in Waybury I had to wear their uniform. So I—” “All right, all right.” Jessica held up her hands, stifling her giggles. “I think I’d better teach you a few things. Next time I visit I’ll bring you some new clothes.” Allandra settled down, contented. From their place a little way up from the shores of Junction Pool,

Allandra could see across into the rocks on the north side of the pool, in the V formed by the two rivers. In a small grassy space between those rocks was an X carved into the stone. One half of the X had been made by Allandra, the other by Michael. As Allandra sat looking out over the pool, her contentment slowly faded away. “Ally?” Jessica asked after Allandra hadn’t spoken for a long time. “What is it?” pebuere S-< .4 es there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.” “Go ahead.” Allandra took a deep breath. “Do you think it would be OK to bring Michael to Rokkaku?” Jessica was silent. “He wanted to come. When I saw him at Waybury, he wanted ’to come with us. And he said something else, too. When I told him we couldn’t take him with us, he said that if we did get away — after we found out that he had been telling the truth — then I should call him.” “How?” “He gave me his phone number.” “Ally …” Jessica said. “Why didn’t you tell any- one?” “Well, I was waiting for the right time,” Allandra said, uncomfortable. “Anyway, we got away. And he was telling the truth, wasn’t he? If he’d been working

for Vargas the way Ig thought, he would have had plenty of chances to turn us in. But he didn’t.” Allandra looked at Jessica. “So wouldn’t it be OK to bring him here?” “I’m not sure,” Jessica said. “But I promised.” “T know.” “Then what’s wrong?” Jessica looked out over the pool. “I’m just not sure it’s a good idea.” : “But I thought you wanted Michael safe!” Allandra was upset. She’d thought that out of all the people she knew, Jessica would understand. “You said you wanted to help all three of us! Aren’t you going to?” “T do want to help all of you.” Jessica turned to look at Allandra. “But that means all of you. Not just Michael. There’s a saying that a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush. Well, right now I’ve got two birds — you and Ignis — safe in Rokkaku. I’m not sure it’s worth risking the two of you to get a third.” “But we wouldn’t be risking anything,” Allandra said. ; “You wouldn’t be risking anything if Michael’s telling the truth.” Allandra looked at Jessica in frustration. “But I just told you that—” “That everything he told you up to now has been true. Yes, I know. That’s the problem. Remember

that I work in this business, Ally. We see this sort of thing all the time. Someone comes to us and says that he has some information. We check it out and find that it’s accurate. It could mean that the guy’s telling the truth. But it could also mean that he’s just trying to get our confidence. Because when we try and plant double agents, that’s exactly what we do — feed them accurate information to begin with, so that they start to trust us. Then we set then up for a big fall.” “Come on,” Allandra said impatiently. “You don’t go through all that every time someone tells you something, do you?” Jessica shook her head. “No, I don’t. But there’s a big warning sign here, Ally. You went to try and bring Michael to Rokkaku once before, and Vargas got you. If’a source has burned you once, you don’t trust them again.” “But Michael’s different now. He’s changed his mind.” “What makes you so sure that Michael would want to come here?” Allandra was taken aback. “Well — why wouldn’t he? It’s great here. The lessons are fun, and I’ve got lots of friends. Even if I didn’t have Vargas to worry — about, I’d still stay. Especially after going to Waybury. Compared to what Rokkaku’s like—” “But Michael doesn’t know what Rokkaku is like,”

Jessica said. “He’s never been here. How could he want to go to a place he’s never even heard of ?” “Well, of course he wouldn’t want to come here,” Allandra said. “But he might want to come where we were. We always used to do everything together. Maybe he just wants us to be together again.” “Couldn’t he get that just as easily by having you two come to him?” “But he doesn’t want that. That would mean living with Vargas again. And he never liked that, even before…” Jessica gave Allandra a dubious look. “Ally, I think you’re much too sure that you know what Michael wants. Just because you want to stay in Rokkaku, that doesn’t mean that he does. He’s not a part of you.” Yes, he is, Allandra thought, but had the sense not to say it out loud. “But he told me, when I was being held by Vargas a year and a half ago. He said that he’d only gone over to Vargas because there was no one else who’d look after him. He didn’t have any choice.” “And once you’ve reached my age, you’ll be awfully cynical about people who say ‘I didn’t have any choice’. Look, Ally, from what you’ve told me, all of those escapes of yours that you did back when you were trying to get away from Vargas were always started by you and Ignis. Michael just went along with the two of you because you were the stronger ones. But

you’ve never said anything that’s made me think that Michael especially wanted to get away. He wanted to be with you, yes — but away from Vargas? I’m not so sure. What if staying with Vargas was what Michael did want?” “That’s not true,” Allandra said angrily. “And why do you keep going on at me about what Michael wants? You didn’t ask me what J wanted when you took me to Rokkaku.” Jessica looked away, her face troubled, tapping her fingers on the bark of a tree. “No. I did exactly the same thing as you. I just assumed that because Rokkaku was right for me, it was right for you as well.” Jessica looked back at Allandra. “The thing | is, Ally, I’ve had a lot of time to think since then, and I’ve started to get the feeling that you weren’t the only one who got lucky that day you fell in the river. You see, up till then, it had never occurred to me to think that any of you might not want to get away from Vargas. But if I had got all three of you to Rokkaku — would Michael have stayed? In a way, that jump into the river was a test. You were willing to do it, to escape. Ignis was willing to do it, to go after you. Michael wasn’t. So the only ones I pulled out of Junction Pool on that shore were the ones who wanted to get away. That’s what I mean when I say I got lucky. The river did a weird kind of screening process for me. I’m not sure what would have happened

if Michael had made it to Rokkaku — but I’ve got a feeling he would have ended up back with Vargas eventually. And then everything would have been much worse.” Allandra took a deep breath. This wasn’t going the way she’d planned. She shifted tack. “All right. What if I just talk to Michael? I won’t invite him into Rokkaku or tell him anything about it. I just want to talk to him.” Jessica still hesitated. Allandra played her trump card. “Look, didn’t you say you wanted to help my mother? And since you couldn’t help her, you wanted to help us? Michael’s her son as well. If there really is a chance to save him, are you going to just leave him there?” Allandra knew that, deep down, her aunt still felt guilty over Karen. Jessica felt as though she’d failed her sister, and watching over Allandra and the others was her way of trying to make up for it somehow. Allandra felt a little ashamed of hitting Jessica in her weak spot, but her desire to see Michael again was too strong. It worked, as Allandra had known it would. “All right,” Jessica said reluctantly. “Ill talk to Ze’ev and Mr Oakley. We’ll try and do something about it next week. But you have to promise me you won’t do anything without telling us. OK?” Allandra nodded. “OK!”

“All right.” Jessica got to her feet and shouldered her pack. “Let’s go and find them.” As Allandra started up the slope she took a last look down at the rocks beside Junction Pool and at the mark hidden in them. I’// see you again, she thought to herself. It might take a while, but I’ll see you again. With her heart high, she followed Jessica back towards Rokkaku.

Ze’ev wasn’t enthusiastic. “You’re a bloody fool,” he interrupted before Allandra had finished. “We just—” Allandra said. “ “We’ nothing. This is your idea, girl. Jessica’s got more sense. At least I thought she had.” Ze’ev glared at Jessica, who blushed. “I just wanted to meet Michael and—” Allandra began, but was cut off again. “Haven’t you learned a thing in this school? The idea of ninjutsu is to survive, not to find interesting ways to commit suicide. The last time you saw Michael, you ran into Vargas and barely got away. The time before that, you ran into Vargas and barely got away. I know common sense isn’t your strong point, but even you should have spotted the pattern by now.” Allandra waited Ze’ev out quietly. The only way to ever persuade Ze’ev into anything was to weather his

initial reaction, then try to talk him into it. But as Ze’ev finished, Mr Oakley stirred. “Allandra. Are you really willing to risk your own | life just on the possibility that you might be able to help your brother?” Allandra thought and realised she already knew the answer. “Yes,” she said simply. Ze’ev, Mr Oakley and Jessica looked at each other. “Go back to your room,” Ze’ev said eventually. “Do you—” ; “I said leave, girl. We’re going to talk about this. Scoot. If you call Michael without getting the go-ahead from us, Pll expel you from Rokkaku.” Ze’ev’s expres- sion told Allandra that he wasn’t kidding. “Move it.” Allandra left.

As the door shut behind her, Ze’ev turned to Jessica with a growl. “That girl manages to cause us more trouble than anyone else in this school. [d rather deal with Jennifer. At least she’s got some self- preservation.” Mr Oakley’s expression was troubled. “I’d hoped that the events a year and a half ago had put an end to Allandra’s ideas for her brother. It seems she simply won’t give up.” “She’d better, or she’s going to go the same way as her mother.” Ze’ev turned to Jessica with a scowl. “And what are you doing encouraging her?”

“I know what it sounds like,” Jessica said patiently. “But there’s something else you’re not thinking of.” Ze’ev folded his arms. “What?” “As things stand, Allandra and Ignis are taking a risk every time they leave Rokkaku,” Jessica said. “That can’t continue for long. If they go outside this valley, Vargas is going to find them and they’ll have some sort of showdown. But they can’t stay here their entire lives. They’ll go crazy.” “We know this, Jessica,” Mr Oakley said quietly. “But there’s no easy way around it. Allandra and Ignis are still too young to keep themselves hidden from Vargas on their own. This valley, or some place similar to it, is the only refuge they have.” “But what if we could make Vargas stop looking for them?” “How?” Mr Oakley asked. Jessica explained her plan. “If he does it, it’ll finally give Allandra and Ignis a hold over their father,” she finished. “And itll have been done without anyone getting killed. Because that’s the only other way I can see that this is going to finish.” Mr Oakley tapped his fingers together. “I can see a rather large hole in your reasoning, Jessica. What happens if Michael doesn’t play along?” “Then at least we’ll know for sure which side he’s on.” Jessica looked between the two men. “Look, if we leave things as they are Allandra is going to try and

contact her brother again, eventually. You know she will. There’s no way she could just leave things as they are. So what it comes down to is — are we going to let her do it herself or are we going to help her?” Ze’ev and Mr Oakley looked at each other. Mr Oakley hesitated, then gave a nod. Ze’ev rolled his eyes. “Wonderful.” He turned back to Jessica. “All right. We’re going to need equipment.” Jessica nodded. “I can arrange that. I don’t think Pll be able to get us any backup, though.” Ze’ev grunted and got to his feet. “If this goes wrong, we won’t want witnesses in any case. Go on and chat to your niece. Make sure she understands what she’s getting herself into. We’ll make the call next week.”

The next week passed in a whirl of impatience for Allandra. She drifted through classes and lessons with- out paying much attention, and was told off several times without really noticing. When Saturday finally dawned, she woke up early in excitement. Allandra made her way to Mr Oakley’s study to find ~ Jessica and Ze’ev already there, waiting for her. On the table were several pieces of electronic equipment with their cases open. Jessica was connecting them with wires. Attached by two cables to the end was a mobile phone. “What’s all that?” Allandra asked.

“This is to make sure that Michael can’t go to his phone company and find out where you’re calling from,” Jessica said. She made a few extra adjustments and sat back. “OK, the speaker’s on. We’re ready

. -toge? Allandra picked up the phone and hesitated. All of a sudden she wasn’t so sure this was a good idea any more. Mr Oakley was watching her. “Allandra?” “I’m fine,” Allandra said quickly. She reached into her pocket, trying to keep her hands from shaking. The scrap of paper with Michael’s phone number was crumpled and sweat-stained from being read over and over again. Allandra took a deep breath, then, before she could change her mind, went ahead and dialled. The phone rang once, twice, three times. Allandra’s shoulders slumped a little — after all of this, getting the answering machine would be a massive let-down. Then there was a click and a familiar voice said, “Hello?” Allandra’s heart leaped. “Hi, Michael.” There was a pause. “Ally?” Michael said. “Tt’s me. How are you?” “I’m… OK, I guess. Did you call about .. .?” Less: “Have you made up your mind?” Allandra could hear the tension in Michael’s voice. “Yes, I have.” Allandra took a breath. “Yes, you can come and stay with us.”

“Ally! Really?” “Yes, really.” Allandra couldn’t help but smile at the excitement in Michael’s voice. “But, Michael, we have to meet and talk about something first. You can’t just walk in here. If you want to come, there’s something you have to bring.” “OK. What?” Jessica caught Allandra’s eye and made a warning gesture. “Not now.” Jessica had cautioned Allandra in advance not to say too much. “Come and meet me and we’ll talk about it there.” “Where?” ; “The rocks near Rhosmaen in Wales. Where we made our mark. Remember?” “T remember.” “When can you get away?” “Not for a week or so. Maybe next Thursday I could ee? Mr Oakley shook his head and held out a list of dates to Allandra. He tapped two of the dates towards the bottom of the list. Both were early in April. Allandra looked at Mr Oakley in dismay. April? she mouthed silently. Mr Oakley gave her a forbidding look. Allandra rolled her eyes. All right, all right. “Ally?” Michael asked. “Yes,” Allandra said. “Look, Michael, that’s too early. What about the first Saturday in April?”

“April?” Michael said, obviously upset. “But that’s not for ages!” “Well…” Allandra wavered, then saw Ze’ev glaring at her. “Sorry, Michael, that’s the best I can do.” “Well… all right.” Michael sounded worried about something. “Listen, Ally, can’t you tell me—” “Sorry, I have to go,” Allandra cut in. “We’ll meet at noon. Make sure Vargas doesn’t know anything about it.” “IT will. OK.” Michael sighed. “I miss you, Ally. Thanks.” “I miss you too. Bye.” Allandra rang off quickly before she could change her mind. Jessica flipped a switch and the electronic gadget she’d been operating powered down with a low whine. Allandra looked at Mr Oakley, upset. “April’s more than two months away. The Easter holidays will nearly have started by then. Why did you have to make it so long?” “Three very good reasons,’ Mr Oakley said. “Firstly, by April it will be spring and the trees will be in leaf again. That means cover to hide in, and you, Jessica and Ze’ev will need every advantage you can get. Secondly, it gives both you and Michael time to think about what you’re doing. This isn’t a minor step you’re taking. An extra month or two to think it over won’t kill either of you.” “It’s still a long time to wait,” Allandra said

unhappily. She paused. “What’s the other reason?” “The third reason,” Mr Oakley said, getting to his feet, “is that Jessica, Ze’ev and I have our own preparations to make. This isn’t just a matter of you and your friends any more, Allandra. When you were facing Vargas in London it was just you and him, but with the possibility of Michael coming here, all of Rokkaku has an interest in this. We’ll hold a proper meeting a week before Michael’s arrival. Until then — you wait.” :
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SHIRO

It was mid-February and the sun had gone away. A cold rain had come to Rokkaku, drizzling in thick sheets that the wind blew under the edges of the trees and through the gaps in the branches. The mist of water was so dense that it was hard to see even from one side of the valley to the other. Outside the rooms, the tightropes and paths were empty and the swings hung still. Staring out through the raindrops that covered the outside of his window, Ignis sighed. “When do you think it’s going to stop raining?” “Stop asking me that,” Shiro said from the other side of the room. “I didn’t know the answer the first six times and I don’t know now.” Ignis tapped the glass of the window with one finger, leaning his head against the windowpane. “When it rains it takes away everything fun to do here. No tightrope walking, no climbing, no going out in the forest…” “You can still go out in the forest. You’ll just get wet.^39

“Don’t you think they should have built Rokkaku somewhere else?” Ignis asked, ignoring Shiro. “I mean, they could have put it in the desert somewhere. Or on some island in the Mediterranean. Then it wouldn’t rain so much.” “And there wouldn’t be any trees or plants, either. Why do you think everything grows so fast around here?” Shiro closed the book in his lap and looked at Ignis in exasperation. “Ignis, you’ve got something to do. Are we going to practise this or not?” “Oh, fine.” Ignis rolled over on the sofa and picked up his copy of As You Like It. “Who’s there?” Shiro began. Ignis opened the book to the dog-eared page and. began reading.

“What my young master? O my gentle master, O my sweet master, O you memory Of old Sir Rowland! Why, what make you here? Why are you virtuous? Why do people love you? And wherefore are you gentle, strong, and valiant? Why—”

Ignis broke off, laughing. Shiro looked at him with eyebrows raised. That just made it worse, and Ignis laughed louder. “Do you have some sort of problem, Ignis?” Shiro said after Ignis showed no sign of stopping. “This is too— Oh man.” Ignis shook himself. “Look,
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I just can’t take this seriously, OK? I can’t do two pages straight about what a wonderful, perfect person you are. If I go up on stage and read this out everyone’s going to laugh their heads off. They’re never going to believe me.” | “Ignis, you’re supposed to be playing a char- acter who’s humble, obedient, and deferential. If the audience believe that, they’ll believe anything. Get on with it.” “OK, OK.” Ignis turned back to his lines.

“Why would you be so fond to overcome The bonny prizer of the humorous Duke? Your praise is come too swiftly home before you…”

Ignis stole a glance at Shiro. He was leaning against the wall, seemingly not paying attention. Ignis carried on.

“Know you not that your nose is like an over-large banana? And your clothes hang upon you like to a fashion victim—”

“Focus, Ignis,” Shiro said without looking up. “What?” Ignis asked. “I’m just reading what it says.” Shiro sighed and tossed the book onto his bed. “The line is ‘Know you not master, to some kind of men’. Do

you realise that I know your lines better than my own ones by now? I’ve listened to you mangling them so many times I’ve had to learn them in self-defence.” “Oh, forget it.” Ignis threw his copy to join Shiro’s. “Can’t you think of something to do that isn’t work?” Shiro seemed about to retort, then paused. “Maybe.” “What?” Shiro sat up. “There’s something I’ve been wonder- ing. It’s about your brother.” Ignis looked up, alert. “What is it?” “Are you … well, going to do anything about him? Are you going to take him up on that offer of his? To come here?” “No.” Shiro looked at Ignis. “You’re really that sure?” Yes.” “So … you think the chance that he’s not telling the truth is too big? Or do you just think it’s not worth the risk?” Ignis shook his head. “You know I don’t think like that. I don’t trust him. It’s that simple.” “But what would he get from betraying you?” “TI don’t know and I don’t care.” Ignis flipped his legs off the sofa and looked seriously at Shiro. “Look, Shiro, back when we lived with Vargas, we weren’t as together as you think. When Ally talks about it, she makes it sound as though the three of us were some

kind of alliance against Vargas. It wasn’t like that. Sure, we talked to each other and we stuck together, but that was because we were the only children in the place. We did everything together because there wasn’t anyone else to do anything with. Michael really wasn’t keen on our escapes. He only came along because Ally pushed him into it.” “That’s not how Allandra tells it,” Shiro said. “Ally’s got a big blind spot for Michael.” Ignis stared into the distance, frowning. “There’s something else, too. The more I remember how things were back then, the more I get the feeling that maybe Michael didn’t like us all that much.” “Seriously?” Shiro asked. “Well, it wasn’t as though I didn’t give him a reason. I was always making fun of him. I used to say that he couldn’t do anything without Ally to hold his hand.” “But brothers always fight with each other,” Shiro said. “And what about Allandra? He didn’t dislike her, did he?” Ignis was silent for a minute. “You know, sometimes I wonder,” he said eventually. “Ally always looked after Michael and played games with him. She made the decisions for him, too. We always thought that Michael was OK with that. But … once or twice, I caught Michael looking at Ally when she wasn’t watch- ing him, and there was something in his eyes.. .” Ignis

trailed off, then shook his head abruptly. “Anyway, it’s just another reason to stay away.” “Yes …” Shiro paused. “It’s not really you I’m worried about, though. It’s Ally. You don’t think she’s going to try and go off again to try and rescue her brother, do you?” Ignis was silent. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “Maybe. But if she did, she wouldn’t have gone off straightaway after getting back to Rokkaku. She would have waited a month or two, until.. .” Ignis stopped. “Until?” Shiro asked. “Until about now.” They looked at each other. Shiro stood up. “Maybe I should go and talk to her.” He walked to the door and opened it, ignoring the gust of rain that blew into his face. Ignis looked after him, suddenly uneasy. “Maybe you should.” Shiro shut the door behind him and was gone.

Allandra was reading in her room when she heard the knock from outside. There was a pause, then Jennifer called to her: “Hey, Ally! It’s for you!” Allandra hopped off her bed and opened the door to Jennifer’s room, brightening as she saw who it was. “Oh, hey, Shiro.” “Hey, Ally.” Shiro hesitated. “Um, I was wonder- ing—”

“Oh no, look at the time!” Jennifer looked at her watch with an expression of horror. “I have to go! See you later, Ally!” She shot outside. “Jen, wait!” Allandra said “You haven’t got .. .” The door slammed behind her. “… your coat,” Allandra finished. Shiro stared after Jennifer. “What’s up with her?” Allandra sighed. “She’s been acting completely nuts lately. I haven’t a clue what she’s up to. Maybe she’s just running off to see Ichiro again.” “Oh. Well, I guess that makes sense.” Shiro sat down. “Ally, there was something I wanted to ask you.” “Sure, what?” “Well …” Shiro paused. “Sorry if this sounds in- sulting, but … you’re not meaning to go after Michael again, are you?” Allandra stopped dead. “What do you mean?” — Shiro sat looking a little to one side, not meeting her eyes. “Back in London, when Michael showed up at our house, I know you wanted to bring him along with us. You don’t talk about it, but I know you still miss him. And back in the first year … Well, back then you ended up going after Michael to try and break him out. I know you learned your lesson, but … you’re not planning something like that again, are you? Going to London to take Michael up on his offer?” “No. I’m not going to London.”

Shiro looked up. “Really?” “Yes, really.” Allandra hesitated, on the point of telling Shiro what she was doing. After all, Ze’ev and the others hadn’t said that she couldn’t tell anybody. Shiro would definitely be able to help. And it would be nice to have him on her side … But somehow she couldn’t actually say the words. She didn’t want to see Shiro’s expression when he heard it. It was as though she was ashamed of the whole idea … and it was her idea, after all… Allandra shook her head. “Look, Shiro, from now on, I’m staying as far away from Vargas and as far away from London as I can.” And that was true, wasn’t it? Shiro relaxed visibly. “That’s great. I—” There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” Allandra called. Jennifer poked her head in. Her hair was wet and dripping. “Hey, Ally. Listen, Shiro, Ignis has just gone down to the dojo to do some training on his own. He says he can’t carry on practising the play with you.” “Oh,” Shiro said. “Well, I—” “Hey, I’ve got an idea!” Jennifer said brightly, as though it had just occurred to her. “Why don’t you two practise! You’ve got a lot of scenes together. There’s that one right in Act One. I’m in that as well.” “We—” Shiro began. “Oh no, I can’t practise as well. I need to go and meet
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Ichiro. Well, you two have fun. Shiro, why don’t you use my copy? It’s just lying on the bed. That way you won’t have to go back to your room. See you!” Jennifer vanished before either of them could say a word. Shiro turned and gave Allandra a look. Allandra raised her hands. “I have no idea. Don’t ask me.” Shiro laughed. “Oh, it’s not that bad an idea. Being cooped up indoors with Ignis was driving me crazy.” He walked to Jennifer’s bed and picked up her copy of As You Like It. “Do you want to give it a try?” “Sure,” Allandra said cheerfully, finding her place. “But not Act One. I want to do the one in Act Three. It’s more fun once the story’s got going.” Shiro smiled and settled down. “OK. You start.” “J pray you, what is’t o’clock?” Allandra began. “You should ask me what time o’ day; there’s no clock in the forest,” Shiro replied. Allandra laughed. “Then there is no true lover in the forest, else sighing every minute and groaning every hour would detect the lazy foot of Time, as well. as a clock 2.7 Outside, the rain continued to pour. Jennifer, who had been watching Allandra and Shiro through the window, stepped back with a look of satisfaction. Humming to herself, she walked away up the valley.

The weeks that followed were mixed ones for Allandra. Some things went well, and some things didn’t.

Practising for the play was fun. Allandra quickly took to the part of Rosalind, and started to feel that she’d enjoy the performance. It helped that Shiro was around a lot of the time to practise with her. With Jennifer away most of the time, it was nice to have his company. The other thing that Allandra looked forward to every week were Jessica’s visits. Every Saturday Allandra would meet Jessica above Junction Pool, and they would eat lunch together before walking back to Rokkaku. The sight of the rocks in which her mark was hidden with Michael’s always made Allandra’s spirits lift, and she returned to Rokkaku every time in a good mood. Jessica brought other things apart from food, too. The very first weekend after Allandra had started practising with Shiro, Jessica showed up on Saturday with a wrapped package. She refused to say what was inside, and not until they’d walked all the way back to Allandra’s room, with Allandra nagging all the way, did Jessica open it. Allandra looked at the pile of fabric in Jessica’s arms. “What is it?” “It’s a dress. What did you think it was?” “Oh.” Allandra looked at it. It was sky-blue and made of some light material. “Do you want to try it on?” Jessica asked. “You mean it’s for me?” Allandra asked in surprise.

Jessica rolled her eyes. “Ally, I didn’t bring it all the way to Rokkaku to try it on myself.” With Jessica’s help, Allandra put the dress on. It had long sleeves, and the skirts fell all the way down to the top of her feet. Jessica stepped back and waited. Allandra tried moving. “It feels weird.” The weight and the fall of the material was completely different from her ninjutsu suit. She took a few steps and nearly tripped over. “Ow!” “Careful,” Jessica said. “Don’t tread on the hem.” Allandra straightened up in annoyance. “This is silly. How am I supposed to do my acrobatics in this?” Jessica sighed. “You’re not supposed to do acro- batics in it. That’s the point.” “Oh, this is silly. Can’t I just do the play in my normal clothes?” “Why don’t you see what you look like first?” With mixed feelings, Allandra walked awkwardly to the mirror and looked into it … and stopped. For a minute she didn’t recognise the girl looking back at her. In her normal clothes, Allandra’s face and belt stood out against the dark gi, but the rest faded into the background. Now, though, all of her stood out. The light blue of the dress and the gold of her hair set each other off, looking almost like the sun in a clear sky. All of a sudden, Allandra’s reflection looked like an adult. “What do you think?” Jessica asked. She was smiling.

“IT… don’t know,” Allandra said slowly. She turned from side to side, watching the dress glow in the mirror. “I feel different.” “You look different.” Jessica tilted her head with a grin. “So, think you’re going to keep it?” Allandra nodded.

But Allandra couldn’t spend all her time hanging out with Jessica and Shiro. There was work to do, and the trouble was, Allandra suddenly wasn’t enjoying it very much. There were the morning lessons: Maths, History, English, Japanese, and so on. They weren’t easy, but — Allandra was used to them, and they were still better than the boredom of lessons at Waybury. The problem was the classes: taijutsu, weapons, and all the other aspects of ninjutsu they practised. The focus for the spring term was staff and knife work, and they were bringing their bos and wooden tantos nearly every day. Allandra had never been the best student in the class. Ignis had always been better, and Shiro and Ichiro left her completely in the dust. On the other hand, Allandra had never been the worst, either. And in classes like gymnastics, climbing, tightrope walking, and anything else that revolved around balance, she’d been second only to Jennifer. But during this year, things had started changing. All of the boys seemed to have grown stronger and

faster without Allandra noticing, and suddenly she was struggling to keep up. Even Christopher, whom Allandra had usually seen as about equal with her, was now a long way ahead. All of a sudden, Allandra could barely find a single person in the class who didn’t outmatch her. It wasn’t the first time Allandra had been frustrated with how she was doing, but what made it worse this time was that she seemed to be the only one. She’d had plenty of hard times in her first year, but back then Ignis had gone through all of them with her. But now _ Ignis was doing just fine — in fact, the trip to Waybury seemed to have made him even more settled and ~ confident. Allandra actually found herself starting to resent her brother for doing so much better than her. She knew it wasn’t fair, but she was upset and wanted to find someone to blame. It was no fun to be at the bottom of the class no matter how hard she tried. The low point came at the mid-term Hunt. The Rokkaku Hunt was a stealth and combat exercise fought in the dark. The students worked in pairs, trying to track down other pairs and eliminate them by clipping the ring at the back of their collars. As with the last two years, Allandra was partnered with Ichiro, and everything went wrong. She and Ichiro ran into another pair within half an hour of the start, and a brief, silent duel was fought in the dark. Allandra’s opponent managed to take her down and eliminate her
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within thirty seconds, after which he turned to help his partner. Ichiro was good, but against two opponents, he wasn’t able to prevent himself from falling too. Allandra and Ichiro went back to the assembly clearing without scoring anything, the first pair to be eliminated. Ichiro didn’t criticise her, of course — that wasn’t his way — but Allandra still got up the next morning in a bad mood. The rest of the day didn’t make her feel any better. When she went to Mr Oakley’s study that evening, after talking about other things for half an hour, she spoke up. “Do you think I could stop studying ninjutsu for a while?” “Is there something wrong?” Mr Oakley asked. Allandra explained. “I’m just not enjoying it,” she finished. “And it’s kind of pointless now, isn’t it? I mean, back when I came to Rokkaku, I wanted to learn ninjutsu so that I could beat my father and rescue Michael. But now I know that Michael’s coming here. And I know I’m never going to be good enough to beat Vargas, either. So what am I training for?” “Hmm.” Mr Oakley put his fingers together and looked at Allandra from over the top of them. “Well, we won’t force you to go to classes if you really don’t want to. But what would you do if you didn’t train? All of your friends will be in class, after all. What would you do on your own?” “T don’t know.”

Mr Oakley nodded. “Allandra, could I give you some advice?” Teures. “Don’t cut back on your training. Keep working at it for now.” Allandra looked at Mr Oakley in disappointment. “Do you really think so?” “Yes. I think it would be a very serious mistake for you to stop training now. Your problems with Vargas and Michael haven’t been settled yet. You’re in a position where you may be able to bring your conflict with your family to a close — but you may not. I am a good deal less sanguine than you about the prospects of this meeting of yours with your brother going exactly as planned. And if things do go wrong, then you’ll need every edge you can get. More importantly, it’s altogether the wrong attitude for you to have. You’re acting as though you’re home free. It’s a very bad mistake to let your guard down too early.” Allandra sighed. “Oh, all right. I suppose I’ve done it all before.” Mr Oakley smiled. “Just wait until this business with Michael is resolved. Once it’s over, then you can cut back on your training. If you still want to.”

Allandra kept training. Slowly, things got better, and Allandra began to feel cheerful again, just as she always did after getting through a bad patch. The

weeks passed, and the date for Michael’s arrival drew nearer. It was a Sunday night in mid-March. Allandra had gone on a Wide Patrol in the morning, done her homework in the afternoon, and spent a little while with Ignis in the dojo practising their new taijutsu techniques. She and Jennifer had eaten dinner together, then Jennifer had gone out to spend the evening with Ichiro. Allandra had the room to herself. Although it was late, Allandra was full of energy and restless. From outside she could hear whispers of conversation and the occasional muffled laugh. Allandra paced around the room, trailing her finger- tips along the walls. All-of a sudden, her room felt cramped and restrictive. She wanted to get out and do something. Allandra stopped and leaned against the wall. She looked up at the ceiling, trying to think of what she could do. She could go and drop in on Ignis and Shiro. If they were in, she could spend the evening with them. They would chat, maybe play a game, Ignis and Shiro would talk about what had happened during the day, and after an hour or so they would break up to go to bed. For some reason it felt completely unsatisfying. Allandra realised that she didn’t really want to see Ignis, only Shiro. Shiro liked to wander through Rokkaku late at night, watching the valley. If Allandra

went outside and searched she could probably find him. And then what? They’d talk for a little while, and then she’d have to come back to her room on her own… That wasn’t what she wanted either. She wanted to do something more, to do something different. To be someone different. .. Suddenly Allandra stopped. She stood for a few minutes, thinking, then walked to her wardrobe. In the bottom drawer, hidden under other clothes, was the blue dress Jessica had given her. Allandra put it on and turned to look at herself in the mirror. The dress looked as good as she remembered, but it was something different Allandra was looking for this time. Allandra remembered Phailin and the precise, careful way she had always moved. Allandra took a few steps one way, then the other, trying to copy it, and looked at the mirror again. This time she ignored her face, focused on the whole. She looked like a young woman. Allandra walked about the room, moving and turning in growing delight. Then she brushed out her hair and switched out the light so that she could only see her silhouette. The change was perfect. Allandra wouldn’t have recognised herself. I wonder if anyone else could? Allandra thought. She grinned, her thoughts full of adventure. Let’s find out. She opened the door and stepped outside. It was a cool spring night. Above, Allandra could

see patchy clouds drifting in a starry sky, but down here in the valley the air was still. Voices drifted down from further up in the valley; there were still a few students outside, spending a last hour with their friends before going to bed. Allandra began to walk up one of the paths. After dark, Rokkaku was lit by dozens of white sphere lamps scattered along the paths. Their pale glow produced a kind of moonlight, just strong enough to see by. To watching eyes, Allandra knew that she would be a blue-and-gold shadow. A group of three fourth formers were talking to each other on the other side of the valley, sitting on a bench just below one of the swings. As Allandra drew level with them, they stopped talking suddenly. Allandra could feel their eyes on her as she continued to walk quietly upwards. Above her, a sixth former, who had been sitting on a branch beside his treehouse, whistling, fell silent. It was the same all the way up the valley. No one who saw Allandra seemed to recognise her, but every last one of them stopped and stared. Behind her, Allandra could hear the whispers starting. She had never had so many eyes on her before. All of a sudden, she was the centre of attention for the entire valley. Allandra kept walking steadily until she had passed the canteen and was out of sight. Then she tossed her hair back and walked a little faster, with a spring in her step. That was fun!

She stopped before reaching the shrine, waiting to see if anyone would follow her. A minute passed and — she saw no one. Allandra looked back down towards the lights of Rokkaku. What shall I do now? she wondered. J could sneak back to my room through the forest … no, I don’t want to stop yet. Maybe I’ll walk back down through there again. She smiled to herself. They’re probably all trying to work out who Tam… “Ally?” Allandra spun around. Shiro was standing just behind her. Allandra’s heart jumped into her throat. “I, uh…” Shiro looked away. “I saw you go past.” Shiro took another glance at Allandra and Allandra suddenly remembered how she was dressed. “How did you know it was me?” “T didn’t. Well, not at first. But there was something about the way you moved .. .” Allandra giggled and suddenly wasn’t nervous any more. “Oh well. I was trying to look like Phailin, but I guess I need more practice. I fooled everyone but you, though, didn’t I?” “What? Oh.” Shiro smiled. “Yeah, I guess you did.” There was a silence. Allandra stood, waiting for Shiro to say something or do something. When he didn’t move Allandra dropped her eyes, feeling dis- appointed somehow. “I guess I’d better go.” “Ally?” Shiro said. “There’s … something I wanted to ask you.”

Shiro took a step forward. Allandra looked up into his narrow, serious face. There was a funny fluttering feeling in her stomach. “What is it?” Shiro hesitated, seemed about to speak, then with one quick movement put his arms around Allandra and kissed her. Allandra froze as a rush of feelings went through her. Shiro stopped and leaned back, watching her- anxiously. Allandra stood perfectly still. A chaotic swirl of a hundred different feelings fought inside her. For a moment she felt an urge to break away and run. Then Shiro began to step away and Allandra suddenly made up her mind. She reached for Shiro’s chest, closed her hand around his jacket, stopping him. “No,” she said, quietly. “Stay.” Shiro’s face lit up like the sun coming from behind a cloud, and he kissed her again. Allandra closed her eyes and forgot about everything.

It was an hour later when Allandra finally came back down the valley, walking as though in a dream. She passed by the last few students, not noticing their stares, and came to her room. Closing the door behind her, Allandra leaned against it and let out a long breath. “Hey, Ally!” Jennifer emerged from the bathroom. “I didn’t think you’d be out this late—’ She saw Allandra and stopped dead. “What are you wearing?”
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“Hey, Jen,” Allandra said absently. She walked to the sofa and sat down, gazing into space. Jennifer dropped down on the sofa next to her, her eyes wide. “I can’t believe you’re wearing that dress! It’s amazing! Where did you get it? Did someone give it to you? How long have you had it? What were you doing wearing it?” Allandra sat dreamily, only half aware of Jennifer’s chatter. She was replaying in her mind the events of the last hour. “Wait a minute!” Jennifer exclaimed. “Did you just meet Shiro?” oYiess: “Did something happen? It did, didn’t it?” Allandra smiled. “Yes.” Jennifer bounced up and down. “I knew it! Tell me everything!” “Maybe later.” “ AMillly hs 2c Allandra leaned back on the sofa and looked up at the ceiling, a peaceful feeling spreading through her. She’d tell Jennifer about her meeting with Shiro

eventually, but right now she was too comfortable. All was right with the world.
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CLOUDS

The days that followed were the happiest Allandra had ever spent. She and Shiro ate together, finished their work together, then spent the evenings in their rooms or outside under the trees. Shiro was always there, and as he opened up more Allandra discovered sides to him which had been hidden even from her: a whimsical sense of humour and a deep kindness. Allandra had never had a boyfriend before, and this steady happiness was a new feeling for her. She wished it could last for ever.

It was Saturday morning, and Allandra and her friends were busy gardening. “Good,” Mr Morimoto said, studying the black- thorn bushes. “Isee you’ve been trying hard, Allandra. Shiro, you’ve done well also.” “Thank you, sensei,” Allandra said with a smile. Shiro bowed. “Carry on and trim those last two blackthorns,” Mr Morimoto said. “Then once you’ve finished, you can

go home. Remember to return your tools to the stores when you’ve finished with them.” “We will,” Allandra and Shiro said together. Mr Morimoto moved on to Ignis and Christopher, who were working a little further down the slope. Gardening was one of the easiest and most relaxing classes, especially when the weather was good. It also helped that it wasn’t really a class, at least not any more. The gardening work had two purposes: to make it hard for intruders to get in and to make it easy for students to get out. The easy way to solve the problem would have been to plant an impenetrable wall of thorns and trees all around the borders of Rokkaku, with only a single entrance — but that would have looked too obvious. On the other hand, leaving Rokkaku completely open would have made it too hard for the home ring patrollers to cover all of the routes into the school. The solution that the previous generations of students had come up with was to create a kind of concentric maze of thornbushes. There were dozens of different ways in and out, but they were hidden. All of the obvious paths led to dead ends. Clusters of thornless trees like hazel and elder provided vantage points for the home ring patrollers, while hiding Rokkaku from view. It was so effective that first-year students were warned not to go out into the forest in

their first term, to prevent them from getting lost. But it needed a lot of tending, and that was what Allandra was doing now. Allandra had found that she enjoyed gardening. Making things grow was satisfying, and it was fun to know that they were build- ing the camouflage that kept Rokkaku secret. But really, Allandra would have enjoyed any class, as long as she was with the boy beside her. “Well, just a little more to go,” Shiro said as they picked their way over to the last two bushes. “Be careful with the thorns.” Allandra laughed. “What, do you think I’m going to drop dead from one prick? You be careful with the thorns.” : Shiro. smiled. “All might.” Blackthorn was a beautiful but dangerous plant. Its flowers, scattered across its branches like tiny white stars, hid its long, needle-sharp thorns. “Are you going to be free after class?” “Sure.” “The weather’s turning warmer. I thought it might be fun to eat dinner out in the forest for a change. Unless you’ve got work to do…” Allandra waved her hand. “Oh, my homework’ll keep. I’d love to.” Shiro gave her another one of his quiet smiles and Allandra felt the sudden warm feeling that Shiro’s look always seemed to bring in her these days. “That
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reminds me, there was a story I wanted to tell your:

Further down the slope, Ignis glanced up. “Well, someone’s happy.” “I know.” Christopher snipped at a blackthorn bush, wielding his clippers gingerly. Living things weren’t his speciality. “Your sister seems to be smiling a lot these days.” | “And we all know why.” Rokkaku was a small place, and Allandra and Shiro’s relationship had been common knowledge within twenty-four hours. Ignis shook his head and went back to his pruning. “T still don’t know what’s weirder — that Jennifer came up with that stupid plan or that it actually worked.” “Better not call it that where she can hear you. Jen’s been going ’around patting herself on the back and dropping hints to everyone that it’s all because of her. I keep telling her that if she doesn’t keep quiet Ally’s going to find out.” “Oh well.” Ignis sighed. “So now Ally’s spending all her time with Shiro, and Jen’s spending all her time with Ichiro. Our group’s turning into the Couple Squadron. You and Hiroshi had better not get girl- friends as well, or I’m going to have to find some new company.” “Like that’s going to happen— ow!” Christopher pulled a glove off and sucked blood from his finger.

“T hate these thorns. How come you never get hurt?” “Just pretend you’re wiring an electrical circuit or something.” “Hey, guys!” Allandra and Shiro appeared next to them. “We’re heading back. Are you finished?” “Oh, as much as we’re going to be, I guess.” Ignis gave his blackthorn a critical look. It wasn’t very neat, but it would do. Christopher was glaring at his own ~ ragged work, and obviously wasn’t in a mood to con- tinue. They packed up their tools and started off home. They ran into a surprise before they were halfway there. Jennifer, Ichiro and Hiroshi were standing around a cluster of hazel trees, talking to a woman with blue eyes and golden-blonde hair. She turned and waved to them as they approached, and Ignis and Allandra waved back. “Oh good, you’re all together.” Jessica was wearing her old ninjutsu gi, as she usually did for her visits to Rokkaku. She looked almost more comfortable in it than in her street clothes. “I thought I’d have to come looking for you.” “Heya,” Ignis said to his aunt. “What did you want us for?” Jessica looked at Ignis in surprise. “It’s nearly the holidays.” “So?” “So it’s time to plan for next Saturday. Didn’t Allandra tell you?”
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“No.” Ignis folded his arms and turned to give his sister a suspicious look. “Tell us what?” “Ally?” Shiro asked, puzzled. “Is something going on?” Allandra looked guilty. “Um … yeah. About that.” Jessica sighed. “You haven’t told them. Never mind, we’ll explain it with everything else. Ze’ev gets crabby if he’s kept waiting.”

Ze’ev and Mr Oakley were waiting for them in Mr Oakley’s study. The seven of them, plus Jessica, squeezed inside and found what seats and space they could. Allandra could feel Shiro and Ignis’s eyes on her, and she carefully didn’t look up. “Right,” Ze’ev said. “This everyone?” “Ze’ev, they don’t know why they’re here yet,” Jessica said. “Then [ll tell them.” Ze’ev swept his eyes across the seven of them. “Next Saturday we’re going to be carrying out an operation in the Rhosmaen valley. Most of you won’t be taking part in it, but I’m going to tell you the details anyway. The goal of the operation is for Allandra to make contact with her brother, Michael. He’ll be arriving at Junction Pool at noon one week from today.” -Ignis jerked. “Michael? What’s he doing here?” “Allandra wants to bring him to Rokkaku.”

Ignis turned slowly towards Allandra, his eyes glinting. “Ally?” he began in a dangerous tone of voice. “How is it permitted to let someone like Michael into Rokkaku?” Shiro said. His voice was quiet, and Allandra flinched. Ze’ev gestured. “Jessica.” “Getting Michael here to Rokkaku is not the main objective,” Jessica said. Allandra looked up at this, startled. “If all goes to plan, it will happen, but the main goal is something else. We’re trying to get Vargas off Allandra and Ignis’s backs, permanently.” “How?” Ignis said. “Allandra isn’t meeting Michael to bring him into Rokkaku. She’s meeting him to deliver a message. What we want is for Michael to supply us with evidence against Vargas. Videos, records, recordings — enough to convict Vargas of murder and drug traffick- ing. If Michael agrees, he goes back to Hampstead and returns a few weeks later with the evidence. Then we let him into Rokkaku. Not before.” “What would you do with the evidence if you got it?” Christopher asked dubiously. “Prosecute him?” “If we have to. But I’d prefer it if we didn’t. We’ll send Vargas a message telling him that we’ll respond to any more kidnap attempts by sending the evidence to the police. If he keeps trying, then we’ll do just that. But if we’re lucky, he’ll finally hold off. At least for a few years.” 3

So that was what they were planning, Allandra thought. “Doesn’t all of this depend on Michael not turning Allandra in to his father?” Shiro asked, his voice still level. “No.” Ze’ev took out an Ordnance Survey map of the Llyn Garedig area and unfolded it on the table in front of him. “This is where we come in. Allandra is going to meet Michael here.” His fingers found Junction Pool, two miles south of Rokkaku, and stabbed at it. “And we will be waiting here.” His fingers shifted to tap the points left and right of the pool, where the map showed forested hillside. “Jessica and I will form two teams and cover the area around Junction Pool from the east and the west. If Vargas’s men show up, they won’t have time to regret it.” Ze’ev straightened up. “The two of us can manage on our own, but a couple of extra pairs of eyes would be useful. Shiro, Ichiro, if you agree, you’ll go with us and do the spotting. It’ll be long, boring and dangerous, and if anything does happen, your main job will be to run away. Do you want to do it?” Shiro and Ichiro looked at each other, then nodded. “Yes, sensei,” Shiro said. “Wait a minute!” Ignis objected. “Why can’t I go?” “And me!” Jennifer added. “You aren’t going because I don’t trust either of you

to follow orders. If I tell Shiro and Ichiro to run away right now, then they’ll run away, right now. You two would hang around and argue.” “But we could help,” Ignis said. “We could—” Ze’ev glared at him. “You could do what? If things go wrong, that valley will be swarming with armed men. What exactly were you planning to do if that happens? We’re going to have enough to worry about without protecting you as well.” Mr Oakley spoke up before Ignis or Jennifer could reply. “Ignis, Jennifer, Christopher, Hiroshi, you will stay in Rokkaku.” His voice was quiet but final. “This is not open for discussion. And do not even think about sneaking out to join in, because I’ll be watching you. If you really want to contribute some- thing to this operation, you can go to the radio room and help monitor communications.” He looked from Ignis to Jennifer to Christopher. “We are not playing games any more, children. This is very serious, and very deadly.” “Everyone got it?” Ze’ev looked around. “Good. Allandra, Shiro, Ichiro, report to me on Saturday morning at six a.m. sharp. Don’t be even one minute late. The rest of you can join Mr Oakley in the radio room when you want to.” The seven of them started to make their way out of the cramped study. Hiroshi was talking to Ichiro, looking worried. Christopher and Jennifer had stayed

behind and were asking Jessica something. Allandra walked out quickly, heading for her room. “Ally.” Allandra’s shoulders slumped as she turned around. She’d been dreading this moment. Shiro was striding towards her. He came to a halt only a metre away. “When were you planning on telling me?” he asked quietly. “I was going to tell you eventually.” “I asked you a month ago if you were going to go after Michael again.” “I said I wasn’t going to London,” Allandra said uncomfortably. “I’m not.” “Ally,” Shiro said, his voice hard. “You knew what I meant. Why didn’t you tell me the truth?” “Look, you said you were worried about me going to London to see Michael .. .” “Bringing him here isn’t exactly an improvement!” “But where else was I supposed to meet him?” “Why do you have to meet him at all?” “Because he’s my brother!” Allandra said. She was starting to get angry. “I want to get him away from Vargas. I want him here!” Shiro took a deep breath. “For two years you’ve lived here in Rokkaku. Your friends are here, Jessica and Ignis are here, your whole life is here. You’re happy here, I know you are. Why do you have to keep on chasing after your brother? Every time you’ve met

him it’s turned out badly. Why can’t you just give up on your old life and stick with this one?” _ “Because I want Michael as well!” Anger and frustration flashed across Shiro’s face. He turned abruptly and stalked away. Allandra looked after him, feeling lost, not knowing what to say. “Well,” Ignis said, walking up to Allandra and - gazing at Shiro’s retreating back. “I guess he already said all the things I was planning to.” “Shut up, Ig,” Allandra said tightly. “You really are our father’s daughter after all.” Allandra glared at him. “What is that supposed to mean?” / “Because just like him, you think Michael belongs to you. And just like him, you aren’t smart enough to figure out when someone doesn’t want to belong to you any more.” Ignis brushed past and headed up the valley, glancing back at her. “I’m going to eat. Try not to go chasing off after Michael on your way up to the canteen.” Allandra watched Ignis walk away, trying to throw off the cold feeling his last words had left inside of her. Then she shook her head angrily and turned to go back to Jessica.

“T still don’t like this,” Hiroshi said. “Couldn’t she have just left him alone?” “But he is Ally’s brother,” Jennifer said, for at least

the fifth time. “And he did help us get away in Waybury.” “I know,” Hiroshi said unhappily. “But I thought back then that we were getting away from those men for good. I don’t want to get shot at again!” “Well, they won’t be here, anyway, will they?” Jennifer said. “At least if everything goes to plan…” “Fat chance,” Ignis said curtly. Ignis, Hiroshi, Christopher and Jennifer were replacing one of the swing platforms towards the bottom of the valley. One of the drawbacks of the wet climate of Wales was that anything left outside decayed fast. The nylon ropes of the swings were water-resistant, but the metre-high wooden take-off and landing platforms were always wearing: down. Maintenance work was another of the universal jobs, like patrols, and all the students helped with it. Right now, though, the focus of attention was Allandra’s plan to meet Michael. It had been yesterday that Ignis and the rest had found out, and they had spent every spare minute since then talking about it. Both Hiroshi and Ignis were strongly against the plan. Jennifer was uncertain, but supported Allandra out of loyalty. Only Christopher seemed to genuinely like the idea. “The thing is,” Christopher said, beginning to nail the planks of the new platform into place, “we had to do something like this sooner or later. I mean, as things

are, you and Ally can’t set foot outside Rokkaku without being tagged. You can’t keep on doing that for ever. Up until now, we’ve been lucky. But we have to be lucky every time — they only have to be lucky once. That’s why we’re trying something new.” “How is inviting Michael to walk in our front door any better?” Ignis said. “We could have just stayed here.” “For how long?” Christopher asked. “It’s OK for me and Jen and Hiroshi.. We can leave the valley in the holidays. You can’t. I think Jessica and Ze’ev and Mr Oakley have been thinking about this for a long time. So when Ally told them about this plan of Michael’s, they put it to use. It makes a lot of sense, actually.” “Oh, yeah. Perfect sense.” With a savage jerk, Ignis ripped a plank out of the old platform and tossed it into the scrap pile. It would later be used as firewood. “We tell someone who we know is a traitor the exact time and place where we’re going to be. Why didn’t we just send the message straight to Vargas and save ourselves some time?” “We don’t know he’s a traitor!” Jennifer said. “Stop being so harsh on Ally. She might be right and you might be wrong.” “But what if she isn’t?” Hiroshi asked worriedly. “What if Vargas does show up, with his men?” “Then you’ll be safe in Rokkaku,” Jennifer said

in annoyance. “It’s Ally who’ll be in trouble. Stop complaining already, Hiroshi, we’re not even taking part. I wish we could.” “Well, I don’t,” Hiroshi replied. “I don’t want to get shot and I don’t want to get caught by Ignis’s crazy father. Don’t you remember what happened back in Waybury? Chris has still got the scar from that bullet.” Hiroshi pointed at Christopher, who stopped hammering and rubbed his right arm in an un- conscious movement. “Maybe you like going on these mad adventures but I don’t. I don’t want any more adventures. I just want to train and play games and read my manga and go home in the holidays. I don’t want to end up getting shot by some drug dealer while Tm still in school!” “It’s all right, Hiroshi,” Ignis said. “It’s not like any of us could get involved even if we wanted to.” Hiroshi looked at him unhappily. “But we’re involved already, aren’t we? Ichiro’s going to be there this Saturday. And so are your sister and Shiro. And if things go wrong, then we might end up getting pulled in whether we want to or not.” Ignis sighed. Hiroshi was right, and he couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t make him feel worse. “Didn’t you say you were training with Ze’ev, Ignis?” Christopher said. “You’d better hurry if you don’t want to be late.”

Ignis looked at his watch, gave a start and jumped to his feet. “Damn! I forgot. See you at dinner!” He ran up the valley and cut into the forest. As he made his way up the hillside, Ignis brooded over Hiroshi’s words. Not for the first time, the nasty thought struck him that simply by being there, he and Ally were causing danger for all their friends. Maybe Christopher was right — they would have to finish this in some way. But how? Ze’ev glanced up as Ignis burst into the clearing. He had been resting under a tree. “Oh, there you are. Did you stop to pick flowers?” “Sorry I’m late,” Ignis said, chastened. “Well, let’s get on with it.” Ze’ev heaved himself to- his feet. “I think. you could do with some practice against weapons. Grab a tanto and I’ll show you what you should be trying for.” Ignis trained with Ze’ev for the next half-hour. As always, Ignis could almost feel himself getting better as he worked. Ze’ev had the trick of showing Ignis what he needed to do without seeming to make any effort. Ignis knew that for the techniques to really sink in, he would have to practise them afterwards, otherwise they would be forgotten by the next lesson — but he had learned by now that there was no way to get better without working hard. “Not bad,” Ze’ev said at last. “You’ve grown quicker. Try to get more variety in your moves.

Attacking the same way every time won’t usually be a problem, but it gets you into bad habits.” Ignis nodded. “I will.” He hesitated. “Ze’ev — do you think I’m good enough to beat Vargas?” “No.” Ignis looked at Ze’ev in disappointment. He’d expected Ze’ev to at least think about it first. “But you’ve never even met him.” “Doesn’t matter. If you have to ask, you’re not ready.” “T just wanted to know if—” “If you’re ‘good enough to beat him’. I heard you the first time. Now you tell me what that means.” “Well … I mean, if something goes wrong with this whole plan, or if it goes OK but I run into Vargas next year or whenever…” “Run into him how?” Ignis paused. “I don’t know. Just run into him.” “If you run into him, you can run away again. Problem solved.” “Well, I might not be able to run away.” “OK. Then he’ll probably have a few of his men with him. They surround you and beat you down four to one. You lose. Next question?” “But if it’s just him .. .” “You said he normally carries a gun, didn’t you?” Ignis paused again. “Well, yeah. But he doesn’t always use it.”

“But he would if he-needed to.” Yeahs “So you want to know who would win in a fight between you and Vargas if you have no way of getting away from him and if he decides not to get any help from any of his men and if he decides not to use his gun or any of the other weapons he undoubtedly owns and if the police don’t show up to arrest both of you and if neither of you have any allies on hand. You want to know who would win in a nice, fair, civilised, one-on-one fight, with no weapons allowed.” Ze’ev looked at Ignis with raised eyebrows. “Sounds like you think you’re training for a boxing match. By the way, if you somehow managed all that, how would you decide who won? Have a referee keep score and declare a winner after five rounds? Or did you think you could hit Vargas enough times and he’d throw up his hands and say “Oh no, Ignis, I surrender! I’m going to give up and go home and not go after you or Allandra any more!’ Was that the plan?” Ignis grimaced. “You make it sound really stupid.” “It is stupid,” Ze’ev said. “And now you know why you’re not ready to go up against him. Because you’re still thinking of this as some kind of competition, where ~ the idea is for you to prove that you’re better than your father. Ignis, if you ever did manage to do something like that to Vargas, he’d probably be so angry that he’d pull out a gun and shoot you on the spot.”

“So what should I be doing, then?” Ignis asked, _ feeling resentful. Ze’ev made it sound hopeless. “Pretty much what you’re doing now. Train, gain experience, stay hidden. Look, Ignis, you’ve got the right idea about what you should do, you’re just a bit hazy about the goal. Your objective in dealing with Vargas is to survive. Now the better your self-defence skills, the better your chances, but you can’t win in a stand-up fight against Vargas and all his men no matter how good you are. Every time you’ve been successful against Vargas it’s because you and your sister ran and only fought when you had to.” “But are we going to do that for ever?” Ignis asked. “No,” Ze’ev said. “But you’ll be a lot worse off if you get the idea that you can win this by fighting a duel. You’re a pretty good student. You’re fast, you’re aggressive, and your technique’s good enough to pass muster. If you went up against Vargas, you’d be motivated, too. But you’d still lose. Do you know why?” “Why?” “Because of what’s up here.” Ze’ev tapped the side of Ignis’s head. “Stop and think. If you fought Vargas, would you be trying to kill him?” Ignis stopped and thought. “I guess not,” he said slowly. “Then what would you be trying for? Give him a few bruises? What’s that going to do?” Ze’ev looked

shrewdly at Ignis. “But Vargas would be willing to kill you. That’s the reason you wouldn’t stand a chance. It’s nothing to do with how tough or experienced he is, although from the sound of it he’s no slouch that way, either. It’s that you’ve got no way to beat him.” “But the same goes for him, doesn’t it?” Ignis said. “He still thinks he can make Ally and me his heirs. It’s never going to happen.” “Then if I were you, I’’d watch out,” Ze’ev said. “Because if he ever realises that, the only reason he has for keeping the two of you alive is gone.” Ignis gathered his weapons and left in silence.
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THE GATHERING STORM

It was exactly six a.m. on Saturday morning when Allandra came, yawning, to Ze’ev’s study. The valley of Rokkaku was dark and cold, and the sky was covered with thick cloud. It had rained heavily over- night, and a faint drizzle was still falling, dampening Allandra’s hair and clothes and making her shiver. Her energy was at a low ebb. Allandra hadn’t spoken to either Ignis or Shiro since the fight last week. Fights with Ignis were nothing new, but the fight with Shiro had scared her. Shiro had been keeping his distance since then. It was at times like this that Allandra wished she could read Shiro’s feelings. How angry with her was he? Did he want to see her any more? She didn’t know, and was afraid to find out. The worst part was that she knew that it was her own fault. She should have told Shiro earlier. What with that, and the nervousness caused by Michael’s visit, Allandra’s last week hadn’t been pleasant. Ichiro and Shiro were already waiting outside the

door. Ichiro gave her a nod. Shiro glanced quickly at her, then looked away. Allandra stopped beside them and there was an uncomfortable silence. The door opened and Ze’ev was there. “Good,” he said. “Come inside. We’ll be ready to leave soon.” Jessica was already inside, but she didn’t give Allandra a smile as she usually did. She was looking through the contents of a pair of long, flat cases, concentrating. “Did I have to wear my street clothes?” Allandra asked grumpily. As Ze’ev had ordered, she was wear- ing the pullover and tough jeans she had last worn in London. “Michael’s already seen me in my gi.” “You shouldn’t give away any information you don’t have to,” Ze’ev said, walking around to beside Jessica. “TI guess, but—” Allandra stopped. Ze’ev had reached into one of the cases and taken out a long object she’d never seen before. “What’s that?” “This is an L96A1 Arctic Warfare sniper rifle,” Ze’ev answered, studying it. The rifle was over a metre long, with a long barrel and telescopic sights. It was a dull green that didn’t reflect light. “Favoured by the British armed forces. Very reliable in bad weather.” “But … what do you need it for?” Allandra asked, staring at the rifle. She’d seen enough guns before, and she knew that marksmanship was something Rokkaku

students studied in their last few years … but the long, deadly object still made her uneasy. “I told you Jessica and I were going to cover you. This is what we’re doing the covering with.” Ze’ev worked the bolt on the rifle, checked that the chamber was empty, sighted it down at the corner of the room and pulled the trigger. The hammer came down with a snap. “We’re going to be watching your meeting with Michael in case Vargas shows up with a group of his men.” “What are you going to do if that happens?” Allandra asked. Ze’ev looked up at her. “What do you think I’m going to do, Allandra?” Allandra looked at him in dismay. “But…” Ze’ev set the rifle down carefully with the muzzle pointing away from them, then looked up at Allandra with an expression that made her flinch. He walked around the table and took Allandra aside, an arm around her shoulders. When he spoke, his voice was steel. “Listen to me very closely, you silly little girl. By inviting Michael here you have involved everyone in Rokkaku. It’s not just your life you’re risking any more. If Michael does bring Vargas with him, they will be intending to kill or capture everyone in this valley. If that happens, the best you can hope for is that Jessica and I are able to eliminate them all. Do you understand?”

Allandra swallowed, looking into Ze’ev’s eyes. Mes “Good. Then help carry the equipment.” Ze’ev belted on a handgun. Across the room, Allandra could see Jessica doing the same thing. Under her direction, Shiro and Ichiro were picking up packs. “It’s time to go.”

They journeyed southwards in the early morning light, leaving the lake and hedding up the slopes of Pen Rhiwbie. The sun was casting a grey light through the clouds when they came to the southern cliffs. It was the same vantage point Allandra and Jennifer had used on their Wide Patrols. Ze’ev strode to the edge of the cliff and pointed down at Junction Pool, far beneath them. “Shiro and I will set up in the woods on the eastern slope, there. Jessica, you and Ichiro find a place in the trees on the west bank. Make sure you have a decent field of fire both ways down the valley.” Jessica nodded. Ze’ev turned to Allandra. “You’ll stay up here and watch the valley. I’ll give you orders on the radio as the situation changes.” “But it’s not even eight o’clock,” Allandra said. “Michael won’t come for more than four hours!” “You don’t want to be last to arrive at a meeting like this,” Ze’ev said. “Settle down and make sure you

can’t be spotted. We’ll check in once we’ve got our positions. Everyone clear?” 7 All four of them nodded. “Then go.” “Ally, be careful,” Shiro said, speaking for the first time. Allandra looked up; Shiro was watching her with concern in his eyes. She nodded. “T will.” The five of them split up.

Back in Rokkaku, Ignis yawned and stretched as he walked up the valley. “Have they really gone already?” “Ichiro said they’d have left by the time I got up,” Hiroshi said. “T know, but I thought they were joking.” The radio room was at the top of the valley, above and to the left of the canteen. It was the most high-tech place in Rokkaku, and the hum of electronics greeted Ignis as he opened the door. Jennifer waved to them. “Heya!” “Hey, Jen.” Ignis paused. “Chris? What are you doing there?” Christopher was sitting in front of the radio controls, in the operator’s chair. He took off his headphones and looked at Ignis in surprise. “I’m the operator. What do you mean?” “Since when?” “Well, I couldn’t go on patrols this winter because

of my arm, so I started helping out in the radio room instead.” Christopher shrugged. “I learned how to do it, and I asked Mr Oakley if I could operate for Ally’s meeting, and he said yes, so…” “Have they reached Junction Pool yet?” Hiroshi asked. “Any minute now,” Christopher said.

“This’ll do.” Ze’ev said. They had crossed the Tawi and zigzagged up the western slope of the hill above Junction Pool while Ze’ev searched for a vantage point that would satisfy him. The spot he had finally chosen was near the top of the hill, looking down on the rocks and much of the valley as well. Shiro began unpacking the groundsheet and camouflage net while Ze’ev set up his rifle, fitting a bipod to the barrel and making adjustments to the ground that would give him a stable firing position. When he was finally satisfied he took up his radio. “This is Ze’ev. All units check in.” :

Ignis heard Ze’ev’s voice, a little scratchy, come from the speakers mounted next to the radio. Instantly Christopher put his headphones back on and turned his attention to the controls. A second voice spoke. “This is Jessica. We’re in position. We have a clear field of fire over Junction Pool and the Doethwr.”

There was silence. Ze’ev spoke again. “Allandra, do you read?” Allandra’s voice came from the speakers. “Oh, sorry. Yes, I’m fine.” “We’re not asking about your health, girl, we’re asking how well you can see.” Ze’ev’s voice was as sharp as usual and Ignis grinned. “I can see all the way down the valley.” Allandra sounded chastened. “There’s nothing in sight.” “Good. Control, do you read?” “This is Control,” Christopher said into the micro- phone. “We read you loud and clear.” There was a pause. “Is that you, Chris?” Ze’ev said. “You told us to wait in the radio room,” Christopher said. Ze’ev’s exasperated sigh carried through the speakers. “Fine. Monitor these communications until further notice. And no chatter.” “Yes, sir,” Christopher said. “I’ve put you on a separate channel to the ones the patrol teams are using.” “Good. All units, from now on, keep radio silence unless you spot something.” “Confirmed.” “OK.” There was a click and the radio room was silent again.

“Now what?” Ichiro asked. He and Jessica were tucked away in a copse of trees and bracken on the western slope, higher than Ze’ev and Shiro but without as clear a view. “Now we wait,” Jessica said.

The hours dragged by. From her perch on Pen Rhiwbie, Allandra scanned the valley with her binoculars. Every twenty minutes or so, a car would drive up or down the valley road. At one point a party of hikers passed through, heading up in the direction of Rokkaku. There was no sign of Michael. It had turned into a dark and brooding day, with heavy grey clouds that shut out the sun. The rain did not return, but the ground stayed damp, and the wind had a chill bite to it. Midday drew closer. Allandra was cold and uncomfortable. She began to shiver and tried to huddle down more closely into her groundsheet. Then she stiffened. There had been a flicker of move- ment through the trees, on the road that ran along the west bank of the valley. She grabbed her binoculars and trained them on the spot. For a moment there was nothing, then a small figure emerged, following the road northwards towards her. Even at this distance, Allandra could recognise him. She grabbed her radio. “This is Allandra. I’ve spotted Michael.”

Ze’ev’s response came instantly. “Can you see anyone else? Is there anyone behind him?” | SING. “Keep looking. Check the trees on both sides of the valley. Don’t move until I give the word.” The radio clicked off. Michael followed the road north, left it opposite Junction Pool, then went down. He crossed the river and disappeared into the rocks that were their meeting place.

“What should we do?” Shiro said quietly. From their vantage point he could see clearly down into the gap in the rocks, where Michael was now standing. Shiro had only seen Allandra’s twin brother once before, but he recognised him well enough. “Wait,” Ze’ev said. “Look for anyone else.” “T don’t see anyone,” Shiro said after five minutes of sweeping the valley with his binoculars. “The day you start thinking that the only enemies out there are the ones you can see is the day you get killed,” Ze’ev said. “Keep looking.”

Allandra kept on sweeping the valley. Apart from Michael, it seemed deserted. She checked her watch. Eleven-forty-five. “Ze’ev?” she said into her radio. “Should I go down?”

There was a silence. “All right,” Ze’ev said at last. “But put in your earpiece first. And make sure you aren’t spotted on your way.” “OK.” Allandra set down her binoculars and crawled back from the edge. From out of her pocket she took the flesh-coloured earpiece Jessica had given her, switched it on and fitted it into her ear. It could receive messages, but couldn’t transmit. Jessica had wanted Allandra to wear a microphone, too, but Allandra had put her foot down at that one. She didn’t want everyone listening in on her conversation. There was a crackle and Jessica’s voice spoke. “Ally, can you hear me?” “Yes,” Allandra said into her radio. “Ally, Dve linked you into Ze’ev’s channel,” Christopher said. “We’ll all be able to talk to you.” Rae Jessica spoke again. “Make sure not to tell him anything about Rokkaku. We still don’t know what he’s here for.” “OK.” “Just tell him what we’ve told you to say.” “OK.” Ze’ev’s voice. “Don’t let him know that we’re here, either.” “OK.” Jessica spoke again. “Ally, are you still sure you want to do this?”

PLeSe. Ignis’s voice, sounding subdued, came in. “Good luck.” Allandra swallowed. “Thanks.” There was a click and the radio went dead. Allandra put it down. She was alone on the hilltop. Quickly Allandra cut back north, so sttsab she would be out of sight of any watching eyes, then started scrambling down the slope. The hillside was danger- ously steep, and slippery as well. But Allandra was one of the best climbers in Rokkaku, and she’d survived worse than this. She reached the Doethwr river and turned south. Once she reached the rocks above Junction Pool she paused, looking southwards down the huge Tawi valley. It was so long that the trees at the end were no bigger than dots. Any number of watching eyes could be concealed in there, and she wouldn’t be able to see them. But there was nothing she could do about it now. Allandra came down over the rocks and dropped into the grassy gap at the bottom. “Ally!” Michael said, turning. “You came!”

“What’s going on now?” Jennifer asked nervously, breaking the silence in the radio room. “Is Ally OK?” “She’s probably talking to Michael,” Ignis said. “If anything had gone badly wrong, we would have heard from Ze’ev or Jessica,” Mr Oakley said. He had

turned up an hour ago, and was now sitting with his chin resting in his hands. “As for Allandra … we will have to wait and see.”

“Do you remember when we made this mark?” Allandra asked. With her fingers, she traced the wide X cut into the rockface. Wind and weather had worn it down, but it was still there. “T remember,” Michael said. “You said that it was our promise to find each other again.” “Yes,” Allandra said, and fell silent. Behind them, the two rivers that merged in Junction Pool mixed and swirled against each other, forming a ceaseless background music. Then Allandra turned to him and spoke in a rush, before she could change her mind. “Michael, you can’t come with us yet. There’s something you have to do first. You have to go back home and get some records of our father’s drug business. Enough for the police to arrest him. Not so that we can use them, but so that he’ll leave us alone.” Michael just looked at her. “Why?” “So that we can hold them over his head and make him stay away. We don’t want to prosecute him. We just want him to stop chasing us.” Michael sighed. “But, Ally, it’s going to be really difficult. Couldn’t I just go with you now?” Allandra shook her head. “No. I’m sorry, Michael.

But if you do that he’s just going to get even more | angry. We need some way to make him leave us alone for good. It’s no use if none of us can leave— if none of us can go anywhere without being spotted.” Michael was silent. Allandra was surprised; she’d expected much more concern. What she was asking him to do was very dangerous, and Michael had never been brave when it came to his father. Michael looked at her, obviously making some kind of a decision. “All right,” he said at last. “What shall I do once [ve got it?” “Just send an email,” Allandra said in relief. It hadn’t been as bad as she’d feared. She gave him a card. “Use that address. We’ll meet here again — just give us a time when you can get away. And be careful…” Michael nodded. “I will.” Allandra ’laughed. “Oh, Michael, it’s going to be wonderful. We’ll all be together again. It’ll be just like old times. Do you still remember?” Michael looked at his sister. “Yes,” he said at last. “I remember.” “OK,” Allandra said when Michael didn’t speak again. “I guess you’d better get back.” She gave Michael a quick hug and looked at him in concern. “Be careful, Michael, OK?” Michael looked away. “I will. Pll see you soon.” He turned and jumped up onto the rocks with surprising agility.

Allandra leaned back against the rocks. Suddenly she felt tired. She waited until Michael had appeared again on the road above her, heading back southwards. She waved and he waved back. Then he disappeared into the trees.

From above, Ze’ev watched Michael leave. He picked up his radio and spoke into it. “Allandra, this is Ze’ev. Go back and pick up your gear, then wait for us. We’ll watch another hour, then go back to Rokkaku with you.” Far below, Allandra nodded and began the long trek back around the slopes of Pen Rhiwbie.

“Are we just going to let. her go?” Tav said, lowering his binoculars. They were so far down the valley that Allandra was only a golden-haired dot creeping across the rocks. “Yes,” Vargas said, keeping his binoculars trained on Allandra’s tiny shape. “If I got the car, I could still—” “No.” “I don’t get it,” Tav said. Questioning Vargas’s orders was a dangerous thing to do, but Tav was frustrated beyond belief. For two years he’d been looking for Allandra and Ignis, a job he hated. He’d been longing for it to come to an end. “She’s right in front of us. We’re just going to sit here and let her get away?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Vargas said. Through his — binoculars, he could see Allandra slowly making her way north. “There’s only one place to hide in the direction she’s going. The forest by the lake.” “Why don’t we get her now?” Tav’s palms itched. “Because it’s not her I’m after.” Allandra vanished around the side of Pen Rhiwbie and Vargas lowered his binoculars. “Oh, I’ll get her, and Ignis too. But as long as this group that’s helping her is still around, they’ll just try to run back to them again. The only way to finish this is to wipe them out.” They started walking back towards where the Land Rover was parked. “Next time we come back here,” Vargas said, “we’re going to finish this for good.”

Ignis, Jennifer, Christopher, Hiroshi and Mr Oakley were all waiting for them when they got back. “Ally!” Jennifer called out, running to meet her. “How did it go?” “It was fine,” Allandra said. She was tired, but not so tired that she didn’t want to tell her friends the story. “I think it’s going to be OK.” Everyone wanted to know all about what she had said to Michael and what Michael had said to her. In the end they pushed two tables together in the canteen and all sat and talked. Jessica was especially interested in how Michael had reacted to Allandra’s words. “I think it’s going to be OK,” Allandra finished.

“I gave him the email. I don’t know how long it’ll take him to get all the stuff he needs, though.” “But isn’t it dangerous?” Christopher said. “What if Vargas catches him?” “No, he trusts him now. Michael told me so. But I still told him to be careful. So a couple of weeks, maybe, if nothing goes wrong.” Ignis made a face, but Allandra was in too good a mood to be annoyed at him. After the tension of the morning, with all of Ze’ev’s precautions against disaster, she felt wonderful. It had been the first time in more than two years that she had seen Michael without Vargas around. It wasn’t finished yet, but it had really been this meeting, and Michael’s reaction, that she’d been scared of. Now that everything had gone well, she felt light-headed with relief. Even Ze’ev’s warnings not to get her hopes up didn’t put her off. Somehow, after all the excitement, it was hard to do any work. The seven of them ended up staying together for the rest of the day, talking and playing games. Only after dinner did they finally split up and return to their rooms. Allandra tried to settle down to do her homework, but it was hard to concentrate. Her eyes kept drifting to the window outside, where the first stars of dusk were beginning to shine in the darkening sky. Jennifer had gone to see Ichiro, and after all the talk and action

of the day, the room felt dull and empty. There was a knock at the door. “Come in!” Allandra called, welcoming the distraction. _ Shiro looked in. “Hey, Ally. Sorry, are you working?” “Not because I want to.” Allandra stretched and beckoned. The success with Michael had given her confidence. “Is everything OK?” Shiro sat down, looking a little uncomfortable. “Well, I wanted to apologise for last Saturday. Back when I said that I thought this whole thing was going to be a trap. You were right after all.” “Oh, Shiro, don’t worry about it.” Allandra shook her head. “I was wrong too. I know I should have told you before. I was just so worried about how you and Ig were going to take it.” Shiro seemed to relax a little. “Oh. OK. Well, I guess you had a point.” He paused. “You know, you’ve never told me what your brother’s like.” Allandra laughed. “He won’t cause any trouble. Don’t worry, I won’t suddenly start spending all my time with him.” Shiro smiled. “Nice of you to say.” Allandra looked down at the History book still sitting on her desk and gave a mental shrug. It can wait till tomorrow. She got up, crossed the room and sat down next to Shiro on the sofa. “I wasn’t just saying it. Are you going to be staying here for Easter?”

avese “Good.” Allandra leaned her head against Shiro’s shoulder. He put his arm around her.

The Easter holidays came and peace descended. Christopher went back to his family and London. Jennifer followed Christopher, and Ichiro followed Jennifer. As usual, the Rokkaku population was cut to less than half over the Easter holidays, but not down to zero; most of the English students left, but most of the overseas students stayed. The holidays were a happy time for Allandra. She and Shiro walked in the forest, played games with all the other students in the afternoons, went out on patrols together all around the outlying hills of Rokkaku, sat and talked under the trees, and hung out with Ignis and Hiroshi in the long, warm evenings. Allandra felt safe and contented. Her only concern was Michael. As the days went by, and still no word came, Allandra began to worry that something had gone wrong. But as the holidays drew to a close, Allandra received a message from Jessica. Michael had sent a message saying that he had the data and wanted to meet them at four o’clock this coming Saturday. “So he really is going to do it,” Shiro said when he heard the news. It was the last day of the holidays, and he and Allandra were sitting on the canteen roof. Shiro

was leaning against a tree, Allandra was resting with the back of her head against Shiro’s chest, and both were looking down over Rokkaku. The valley was bustling with the arrival of all the returning students. From their perch, they could see dozens of white-, green-, red- and black-belted children talking, hurrying and carrying luggage into their rooms. Behind them, the sun was setting, casting a red glow over the forest. “Yup,” Allandra said. “And then we get to tell my father to back off and not to come after us any more.” Shiro looked down at her. “Doesn’t that bother - you? You’ve said you don’t want to face him again.” Allandra shook her head. “Mm-hm. I won’t. Jessica says she’ll handle that part.” Shiro leaned back, looking up at the red clouds. “I still can’t help worrying. What if Vargas breaks the deal somehow? I know it’d be bad for him, but that wouldn’t be any help for you if he got you first .. .” “Oh, I know. It’s not like it’s all going to be over once we pull this off. But at least Ig and I will have a proper chance again.” Inside, though, Allandra did feel as though it would all be over. Despite everything Jessica and Ze’ev had said about trying to break the deadlock, she was still doing this for Michael. “T guess we’ll find out on Saturday,” Shiro said.
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THE STORM BREARS

“Hey, Chris,” Ignis said. “On duty again?” It was Saturday noon, four hours before Allandra was due to meet with Michael. Ignis and Hiroshi had stopped by the radio room to see Christopher sitting once again at the controls. Jennifer was leaning against the wall, looking restless. “I talked them into letting me do it,” Christopher said with a grin. He kept one eye on the radio dis- plays as he spoke. “Are you guys staying? Jen’s been bouncing off the walls.” “IT have not,” Jennifer said indignantly. “I just thought we could do something to stop getting bored.” Ignis shook his head. “We’ve got Wide Patrol. You’ll have to manage her on your own.” “Hey!” Jennifer objected. Then she stopped, brightening. “Wide Patrol? So does that mean you could go down around Junction Pool and—” “No,” Hiroshi said firmly. “Ze’ev came looking for us specifically to tell us not to do that. We’re not going to go anywhere near Junction Pool, we’re not going anywhere near Michael and we’re not going to

interfere with Ze’ev and the others. We’re just going _ to hang around the dam and watch the southeast route into Rokkaku like we’re supposed to. Right, Ignis?” “All right,” Ignis said. “I wasn’t going to do it anyway, you know…” “So you say.” “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here?” Christopher said. Ignis shook his head. “Nah, we’re fine.” “Are you sure? Mr Morimoto would let you switch patrols if you asked. You won’t be back until after Ally and the others.” “That’s OK.” “But don’t you want to be here when Michael arrives?” “No,” Ignis said shortly. “Ig!” Jennifer protested. “He is your brother.” “Yeah, well, he’s not going to stop being my brother just because I don’t show up to give him a welcome,” Ignis said. “Come on, Hiroshi, let’s go.” Christopher and Jennifer looked after Ignis, then turned to look at Hiroshi. Hiroshi rolled his eyes, shrugged and turned to follow. He caught up with Ignis at the top of the valley. Above them were white clouds and a blue sky. It was going to be a beautiful day.

“All right, everyone, same as last time,” Ze’ev said. He, Jessica, Allandra, Shiro, and Ichiro were standing

together at the top of Pen Rhiwbie. “Get to your posi- tions, and keep your eyes open. This isn’t over yet.” Yeah, yeah, Allandra thought with an inward grin, but nodded with the others. Jessica and Ichiro split off to head towards the western bank once again. Shiro hung behind. “Ally?” he asked. “Could you do me a favour? Take this with you.” ; He was holding out a bo. Allandra looked at him in curiosity. She’d been wondering why Shiro had been carrying the long staff. “Why?” Shiro looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know. Id just feel better if you had some kind of weapon, even if it’s not a very good one. You can say it’s a walking stick.” Allandra laughed. “More like a pole vault.” She took it just to make him happy. “Shiro!” Ze’ev shouted. “Stop chatting with your girlfriend and move!” “See you soon!” Shiro called, running to where Ze’ev was waiting. Allandra waved and watched him and Ze’ev disappear down towards the Tawi river and the eastern side of Junction Pool. Then she picked out her vantage point on the southern edge of Pen Rhiwbie and settled down to wait. Three and a half hours to go. =e

Ignis and Hiroshi left Rokkaku, passed through the — home and spotter rings, dropped by South Point to find out if any tourists were hanging around and kept on heading south. They went around the western edge of the lake, then left the road and started climbing. The flat-topped hill they were on was actually the same hill that Allandra was watching from at that moment, Pen Rhiwbie, but they were on the north side and Allandra on the south. Pen Rhiwbie was vast; they were still more than a mile apart. There were no trees on Pen Rhiwbie, but a cluster of rocks about a hundred metres above the dam road provided decent cover. From it they could see the car park at the dam and nearly all of the dam road as it ran along the edge of the lake. Ignis dropped down with a sigh and started to unpack his lunch. He could forget about Michael for a few hours.

For Allandra, the time seemed to pass even slower than usual. Every flicker of movement in the valley below caused her to snatch for her binoculars, only to find that it was nothing but a bird in the trees. She knew she had to be patient, but it was very hard. Then as four o’clock drew close, she saw what she was looking for. Her brother was walking up the valley towards Junction Pool. Allandra’s heart gave a glad leap. She caught up her radio. “There he is!” Sr

“All right,” Ze’ev said, setting down his rifle and speaking into the radio. “Same drill. Watch the valley for another ten minutes, then put in your earpiece and go to meet him. Make sure he’s got the goods. If he has, head back towards Rokkaku by the southwestern route. Make sure to check with the Wide Patrols that no one’s in the way.” “T will,” Allandra said from the radio. Ze’ev and Shiro carried on watching. They could see Michael standing in the little grassy space, leaning against the rocks. After ten minutes the radio crackled and Allandra spoke again. “I’m going down. I’ve got the earpiece in. Say something.” “Testing, testing. Can you hear us?” “I can hear you. OK, I’ll see you later.” There was a click and then silence.

Vargas checked his watch and looked across at Tav. “Tt’s time.” Tav nodded and opened the car window, looking back. “Hey! We’re moving!” he shouted. Behind him, two men who had been leaning against the second car threw their cigarettes away and got in. Vargas started the engine and the Land Rover began to roll. Behind him, the second car followed. They had been parked a little way south of Rhosmaen village. It would take them about fifteen minutes to reach the dam.

=e

“Here it is,” Michael said, handing over a slim plastic © box to Allandra. Allandra opened it. oo was a DVD. She looked up at Michael. “Is this… “Our father’s records. Along with some audio files. I put a bug in his study. It wasn’t hard — he trusts me nowadays. It’s more than enough.” Allandra looked up at him with a rush of hope. Forgetting Shiro’s advice, she leaned the bo against the rock wall and turned back to Michael. “Thank you.” Michael shrugged. “It’s OK.” “Was anyone suspicious?” “No. Well, I don’t think so. But I don’t want to go back again.” Allandra laughed. “You won’t have to. Come on, let’s go. You’re going to love this place when you see ae

Vargas drove the Land Rover into the dam car park and stopped. Between the car park and the dam road was a weather-beaten metal barrier. There was a lock on one end of it, intended to prevent all access except by forestry and maintenance vehicles. Vargas didn’t switch off the engine. “Tav.” Tav opened the door and went to the boot. He took out a pair of bolt cutters and started walking towards the barrier.

“Huh. That’s weird,” Hiroshi said. “What?” Ignis said. He was lying on his back, looking up at the sky, while Hiroshi took his turn watching.. “Two cars in the dam car park. They’re not main- tenance, either.” That in itself was unusual. “And only one man’s got out… what?” Ignis sat up. “What’s wrong?” “I think he just cut the lock on the barrier open! Now they’re driving through.” - Ignis caught up his own pair of binoculars and trained them on the dam car park. The barrier was swinging open and two cars were disappearing behind an outcropping of the hill. A moment later they reappeared, coming towards them. The first of the cars was a black Land Rover, and Ignis’s heart went cold. “Get down!” he hissed at Hiroshi, pushing him flat. Ignis crawled forward to a gap in the rocks and lay still, waiting. The rumble of the two cars’ engines grew louder, and then they were driving past. For one instant Ignis had a clear view through the Land Rover’s windscreen, and he saw Vargas and Tav sitting side by side. Then the two cars were gone, working their way along the road around the lake and towards Rokkaku. Ignis grabbed up his radio. “Chris! Chris, where the hell are you? Come in right now!” SDS

“OK, Ig, I’m here. What’s the rush?” From inside the radio room, Jennifer watched in curiosity. Christopher had switched off the speakers, so she couldn’t hear what Ignis was saying, but she saw his face go pale as he listened. Then Christopher reached forward, flipped two switches and spoke urgently into his microphone. “Ally, Ze’ev, Jessica, come in. This is Control. It’s a trap. Repeat, it’s a trap. Vargas and two car-loads of his men have just passed the dam and they’ve gone into the forest. They’re heading towards Rokkaku. We’ve been set up!”

Shiro turned and stared at the radio. “They’re at Rokkaku?” “Keep your eyes on the valley!” Ze’ev snapped. He was looking through the scope on his rifle down at where Allandra and Michael were standing. “Check to see if there are any of them down here!”

Allandra stood motionless, her hand still lifted half- way to her ear. She had begun to raise it when she had heard Chris’s voice through her earpiece, then _ had frozen at the mention of Vargas’s name. Now, very slowly, she let her hand fall and turned back to Michael. Michael stood, puzzled, as she stared at him. “What?”
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Allandra reached into her pocket and took out the DVD in its case. “What’s on this DVD, Michael?” “TI told you. The records and audio—” Allandra stared into Michael’s eyes. “What’s really on this DVD, Michael?” Michael’s eyes flickered. It was only the barest movement, but it was enough. “This is blank, isn’t it?” Allandra asked, her voice quiet. “That was why you gave me a disc, not a stack of paper. It was so I couldn’t check what was on it until it was too late.” Michael still hesitated. Then his face changed. The expression of eager hopefulness faded away. Suddenly he looked much older. “Fine,” he said, straightening. Allandra let the DVD drop. It fell to the grass with a flat sound. “Vargas put you up to this from the start,” she said. “Right back from when you came into our house in Waybury. You were always doing this for him.” “No, I wasn’t. I was doing it for you.” Michael let out an annoyed breath and the last shreds of his disguise seemed to fall away. “If I hadn’t gone in to meet you back then, Pete would have gone in shooting and probably killed half of your friends. Don’t you get it, Ally? Pve been trying to help you. Even Ig as well, though it’s not like he deserves it.”

“You’ve been trying to help us,” Allandra repeated, her voice expressionless. “Yes, I have. Look, how long did you think this whole catch-me-if-you-can thing was going to go on for, anyway? It’s stupid. Dad was always going to get you sooner or later. You’ve been playing at escapes, while I’ve been back at home doing all the work. What you never figured out was that the longer it took Dad to catch you, the angrier he was going to be when he did. That’s why I’ve been doing this. I’ve been trying to find a way to bring both of you in without you getting killed. Because that’s what would have happened if this had kept on going, you know. Sooner or later Dad was going to lose his temper and kill one of you — probably Ignis, but maybe you. I’ve been trying to keep you alive.” “Really,” Allandra said, staring at him. “Yes, really. You don’t know how much danger you’ve been in from him.” “Oh, I think I do.” “No, you don’t.” Michael shivered. “He’s been getting worse lately. Harder to please and easier to go wrong with. And it’s all because of you and Ig.” Michael glared at her. “Do you know how much I’ve had to put up with while you’ve been gone?” “So it’s our fault,” Allandra said, steel beginning to

build in her voice. “That’s what you tell yourself now,

is it? You little idiot. You could have got away. You could have finally been free of him.” “Free to do what?” Michael snapped. “To be your sidekick again?” Allandra stared at him. “How can you—” “lve been doing some thinking, Ally.” Michael folded his arms, watching her. “I never used to, much. I’d always just go along with what you and Ig said. And when you left, to begin with all I could think about was how soon you’d come back. But when you didn’t come back … well, like I said, I started doing some thinking. And I started to think that being Dad’s heir wasn’t such a bad deal.” “Are you out of your mind?” Michael sighed in annoyance. “Oh, stop saying ‘no!’ all the time and think. Why is staying with Dad such a bad idea? OK, so you have to deal with Dad in his bad moods and you have to step carefully around Pete and Tav. I’m not crazy about that, I’ll admit it. But Dad’s not as bad a guy as you think. The only reason he lost it with you and Ig so many times was because you never did what you were told. If you do, you don’t get in trouble. And someday, I’ll be in the same place Dad is. I’ll be the one giving the orders. You could be, too.” “And the part of the job that involves murdering people and selling drugs to the whole country?” Allandra demanded. “Remember that little detail?”

“And what else were you going to do?” Michael | _ asked. “Did you think about that? What kind of job were you planning on taking? Sitting in front of a com- puter in an office? Stacking shelves in a supermarket? Is that your idea of a fun life? When Dad sends me out with the dealers, I see Jots of people with regular jobs. They’re people who spend their lives doing the same thing eight hours a day, five days a week, fifty weeks a year. They’re bored out of their minds. That’s why they buy our drugs in the first place. They spend their lives following the rules and they don’t get anything for it. And it’s not as though you and Ig have ever cared much about rules, is it? What about when you were at that school in Waybury? I heard all about what you got up to there.” “Maybe we do break some rules,” Allandra said in a hard voice. “But we don’t break the ones that really matter. Vargas does. We’re still trying to be good people. He’s not, and you know it.” “There isn’t any reward for being a good person. Seriously, Ally, you’ve spent too long in this forest. You’ve forgotten what it’s like out in the real world. Dad brings in millions. He could buy a new car every week for a year and not notice the difference in his bank account. There are people out there who would kill for a few thousand pounds, and Dad earns that much every day. And you’re just going to give all that up?” Michael shook his head. “Come on, Ally. You

can live in the city and be one of the richest girls in the world, or you can live in the middle of nowhere in this empty corner of Wales getting rained on. Which would you rather do?”. Allandra thought of her life here in Rokkaku. She thought of Jessica, Mr Oakley, Ze’ev, Shiro, her friends, the training and the games. Then she remem- bered the darkness of her old life in Hampstead. She ~ looked up. “Michael, you have no idea what you are talking about.” ; “T knew you’d be like this,” Michael said in disgust. “That’s why I couldn’t just tell you the truth from the start. Listen, Ally, you can’t run away any more. Dad is on his way right now to that forest you were hiding in, and he’s going to kill everyone he finds. There’s nothing you can do to stop that. But you can still help yourself. If you come back to Dad by your own choice, he’ll go a lot easier on you. That’s the reason I’ve been helping him all this time. It’s to try and keep you alive. Vargas is probably going to kill Ignis when he runs into him, but I don’t care about that. It’s you I care about. It’s not too late, Ally. You can still come back. Pll help you.” His mouth twisted slightly. “You were always Dad’s favourite, anyway.” Allandra looked back at Michael in silence. “You were never going to join me and Ig, were you?” she asked finally.

Michael rolled his eyes. “Oh get real! Betray Dad to | stay with you? Give up everything I’ve got, so that I could be your shadow again? I’ve got my own life now, Ally, and it’s a lot better than yours.” Michael reached into his coat and produced a radio. He held it up, his finger on the transmit button. “We’re running out of time. If you’re going to come back with me, I have to make the cali now.” Allandra looked at him. “Come on, Ally,” Michael said. “You can’t run away this time.” “No,” Allandra said, making her decision. “I can’t.” She nodded. “Call him.” Michael switched the radio on. Allandra struck the instant he took his eyes off her, catching him wholly by surprise. Her stiffened hand sank into Michael’s abdomen, just below the ribcage, and Michael collapsed to the grass gasping. Allandra picked up the radio and threw it into Junction Pool. She gave one look down at her brother, then turned and ran, leaping up onto the rocks that led back towards Rokkaku.

Ze’ev and Shiro saw Michael fall and Allandra dis- appear into the rocks along the riverbank. “Allandra!” Ze’ev barked into his radio. “What the hell are you doing?” There was no answer. Allandra’s radio was lying on

top of Pen Rhiwbie with the rest of her gear. Ze’ev swore.

Back in the radio room, Christopher was monitoring the radio channels and trying to decide what to do. The door opened behind him, and through his head- phones, he heard Jennifer gasp. A hand removed Christopher’s headset. He turned around to see the headmaster, Nishiyama, looking down at him. “Please connect me to the patrol circuit, Christopher,” Nishiyama said. Christopher stared for a second, then nodded and flipped a switch. Nishiyama put on the headset and spoke into it. His voice was calm and ordinary. “Ignis, Hiroshi, please come in. This is Nishiyama. I repeat, Ignis, Hiroshi, please come in.”

From behind their position on the rocks, Ignis grabbed the radio. “Sensei! Vargas is here! We just saw him go past with—” “I know what you saw, Ignis.” Nishiyama didn’t raise his voice. “Now I am ordering you to report in. Give your situation.” Ignis took a breath and got control of himself, calming down. “Hiroshi and I are watching from a little way up the slope over the dam road, sensei. Both of the cars have stopped just inside the forest.” The height of Ignis and Hiroshi’s position allowed them to

look.down onto the forestry road. They could see both — cars parked just under the cover of the trees. “Have either of you been seen?” “I don’t think so. No.” “Good. Have they come out of the cars?” aes. “Can you see them clearly?” “No — yes. They’re just starting to move, L— We can see them through a gap. Vargas is talking to the rest of them.” The figures were clustered together on the road, visible in the sunlight. “How many are there?” Ignis counted, then counted a second time. “There’s Vargas, Tav, Pete and five more I don’t know. Eight.” “Are there any more back at the cars?” “IT don’t think so,” Hiroshi said. He looked frightened, but Nishiyama’s matter-of-fact tone had calmed him down as well. “Wait! They’re moving!” Ignis said urgently. “Theyre going northeast along the forestry road. They’re heading for Rokkaku.” “How long do you estimate they will take to reach us?” Ignis calculated quickly. “If they know where they’re going — half an hour maybe.” “TI see. Carry on observing them and report any further developments. Your first priority is to remain undetected. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sensei,” both Ignis and Hiroshi said. “Good. I’ll contact you again soon.” There was a click.

Nishiyama broke the contact and looked down. “Connect me to Ze’ev and Jessica.” Christopher nodded and did it quickly. “OK.” Nishiyama spoke. “This is Nishiyama. Ze’ev, Jessica, do you read me?” The speakers clicked? “This is Jessica. I read you.” Ze’ev cut in. “This is Ze’ev. What’s the situation up there?” : “Vargas Havelock and seven of his men are heading towards Rokkaku,” Nishiyama said. “Ignis puts their ETA at half an hour, but I expect it will be twice that, if they have to search on their way here. Is anyone in sight at your area?” “No,” Ze’ev said bitterly. “We’ve been led on a wild-goose chase. Michael’s just got to his feet and he’s heading towards where you say Vargas is. This meeting was a red herring. They’re all up there after you.” “Yes, it looks that way. I think we are going to need you and Jessica back here. Please return as fast as you can. We’ll try to hold them off until then.” “We’re on our way.” There was a click. Nishiyama turned back to Christopher. “One more ’

time, please, Christopher. This time I’ll be speaking | to everybody.”

Ignis and Hiroshi were still watching Vargas’s group through their binoculars. Vargas and his men had reached the first of the little valleys inside Rokkaku forest and seemed to be fanning out to search it. That didn’t bother Ignis — there was nothing there for him to find — but the next one of those little valleys was Rokkaku itself. The radio was chattering. All the different patrol groups, the spotter ring, the home ring and the students out on Wide Patrol, were all talking, trying to find out what was going on. Then there was a click and all went silent before Nishiyama’s voice came in again. “This is Nishiyama. All students of Rokkaku, please listen. I repeat, this is a message from Nishiyama to all students of Rokkaku.” The chatter cut off. Ignis and Hiroshi twisted to look at where the radio lay. “Rokkaku is under attack by a party of eight armed men approaching from the south along the forestry road. Their intentions are unknown but are almost certainly hostile. They are to be considered extremely dangerous. Do not approach them or you will be fired upon. “All students not on Wide Patrol will evacuate Rokkaku immediately and assemble at the tightrope
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walking area on Dalarwen. First years to fifth years head to the tightrope walking area as quickly as possible. Sixth years, you will supervise the evacuation. Make sure no one is left behind. All outposts and all patrols in the home ring, evacuate now. Repeat, all outposts and home ring patrols, evacuate now. Wide Patrols, you will hold your current positions, but evacuate if you feel yourself in any danger. “A group of teachers will stay behind and defend Rokkaku. Everyone else should leave the valley immediately. Leave your belongings behind. You will receive further instructions once you reach the tight- rope area. Once everyone is assembled there, you will retreat north. We will cover your retreat. “You have your orders, now carry them out. Keep this radio frequency clear for emergency traffic. Good luck.”

“All right, move along,” Vargas shouted. He watched as the men who had been searching the small valley returned to the forestry road. When they had assembled he looked around, studying them. The five men Vargas had brought had been chosen for loyalty and ruthlessness. All knew how to use the guns they carried, all knew how to keep their mouths shut. At least, that was what they would claim if anyone asked them. The truth was that most criminals were caught by

betrayal. Vargas knew that the odds were very good ~ that at least one of these five would prove untrust- worthy. For that reason, he was hoping that Allandra and Ignis’s friends would put up a decent fight before dying. It would make the clean-up phase of this operation much easier. Whatever else they might be, though, these men weren’t foresters. Vargas studied the map he had brought. If they stayed together they weren’t going to cover it all in time. Vargas looked up. “Split into pairs. Malik, you go with Tav. DJ, go with Pete. Danny, Alex, you go together. Tom, you’re with me.” Vargas gestured to the higher ground before them. “Ignis and his friends are somewhere in this forest. Spread out and search it. Check in every ten minutes on your radios.” “How long have we got?” Tav asked. Vargas checked his watch. “Allandra and Michael are on their way here now. Once they get into the forest Michael will alert us on his radio. It’ll probably be less than an hour, and I want Ignis and his mates found before that happens.” “How many are there going to be with him?” Tav said. “There can’t be that many. A bunch of kids, say half a dozen or so, and at least a couple of adults, hanging around waiting for Allandra and Michael to get back. Once we’ve dealt with them, we’ll turn around and

pick up Allandra and Michael. Remember, I don’t want either Allandra or Ignis seriously hurt.” “What about the rest?” Pete asked, a glint in his eye. Vargas looked around, sweeping all the men with his gaze. “I don’t want there to be a rest. We are going to finish this permanently. There’s nobody to hear the shots, so the only way anyone is going to find out about today is if you leave any witnesses alive.” Vargas studied each of the men in turn. “Is that clear?” They nodded. “Go.”

“They’re splitting up,” Hiroshi said. “I see them,” Ignis said. Across the edge of the lake, they could see Vargas’s men dividing into four pairs, working their way into the high ground that the forestry road bent into a U to avoid. Once they got over that, they would be descending straight towards Rokkaku. The radio clicked. “This is Nishiyama. Ignis, Hiroshi, report in.” “They’ve split up, sensei,” Hiroshi replied. “They’re in four pairs, heading across country to Rokkaku.” “I have a question for both of you,” Nishiyama said. “How comfortable do they look in the woods?” Ignis and Hiroshi looked at each other. “Not very, sensei,” Ignis said. He hesitated, then went on. “Most
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of them are Vargas’s men from the city. They don’t go into the country much. They look clumsy and they’re making a lot of noise. I don’t think they’d even find Rokkaku, except that they’re heading straight for it.” “I see. From now on I am going to be busy with the defence of Rokkaku. I won’t contact either of you unless you are in danger. Carry on observing them until they’re out of your sight.” The radio switched off. “That’s not going to be long,” Hiroshi said. Already half of Vargas’s group had disappeared into the trees. “I guess— huh?” Ignis swung his binoculars to the left. “Hiroshi, look.” Hiroshi followed Ignis’s direction and saw a flash of movement. “Another one?” “It’s Ally. She just went into the forest.” Ignis’s voice was grim. “And I think I saw Michael just behind her.” He got up. “Ignis, what are you doing? Get ei you idiot!” “They can’t see us,” Ignis said. The last of Vargas’s men had vanished. “I have to get to Ally. She doesn’t know where Vargas is.” Without waiting for an answer Ignis broke into a run, descending towards the road in leaps and bounds. “Oh, you stupid …” Hiroshi stared after Ignis, fear and loyalty battling on his face. Then before he could think about it too much, he rose and followed his partner.

Rokkaku was organised chaos. Students ran back and forth across the bridges, looking for friends or teachers. No one shouted, though. Nishiyama’s message had sunk in. The only sounds were the patter of feet and the urgent mutter of voices. Yarnya, the gymnastics teacher, was standing in the centre of the valley, directing everyone. Her face was even grimmer than usual. Nishiyama came up to her. “How are we doing?” “You don’t need your bags,” Yarnya said to a pair of second years who had come up to her. “Go with everyone else, and hurry.” They nodded and ran, and Yarnya turned to Nishiyama. “Not good. It’s Saturday, and I’d guess a third of our students were out walking in the woods when you made your announcement. I’ve sent the sixth formers to round them up, but I don’t think they’ll make it in time.” “Then concentrate only on the south side,” Nishiyama said. “Ignore everyone north of Rokkaku for the present. Can you do that?” Yarnya gave a doubtful nod. “Yes. But what about when these men reach Rokkaku?” “We will hold them off for long enough for you to escape.” Nishiyama looked around at the running children, estimating. “Please go with the students to the tightrope area and supervise their retreat, Yarnya. I will remain here. Do not wait too long. Once you’ve got everyone together, escape north.”

Yarnya nodded again. Nishiyama kept walking | down the valley. _Mr Oakley and most of the remaining teachers had gathered in one of the dojos. In between them was a box of handguns and another of ammunition. On Ze’ev’s orders, they had been kept ready. They all looked up as Nishiyama walked in. “How long do we have?” one of them asked. “Based on the last report, about fifteen minutes,” Nishiyama replied. “After that, the first of them will be in sight of Rokkaku.” “They should reach Rokkaku from the southeast, by the lake shore,” Mr Morimoto said. The stealth teacher was a small, quiet man who rarely raised his voice. “The thorn barriers will channel them that way, also.” Nishiyama nodded. “Spread out along the rooms in the north side of the valley that give a good view down onto the mouth of the stream. Stay in pairs so that you can support each other. The windows will give you cover. Make sure to take plenty of ammunition. We don’t know how long we will have to hold out.” Mr Oakley looked up from the gun he was holding. Like all the teachers of Rokkaku, he knew how to shoot, but he wasn’t an expert. “What will we do when they try and surround us?” “I will cover the west half of the valley,” Nishiyama

said. “Anyone who tries to flank you will have to pass me.” “Then we can hold them off for a while,” Mr Oakley said, looking troubled. “But these guns aren’t well suited for a shooting match, Nishiyama. And none of us are crack shots.” “Ze’ev and Jessica are approaching from the south,” Nishiyama said. “When they arrive, anyone still attacking from that direction will be caught from behind.” He looked around the group of them, and his eyes were cold. “We will teach them to fear the forest of Rokkaku.”

From inside the radio room, Rokkaku was growing steadily quieter. Looking out of the window, Jennifer could see the last few dozen students hurrying up the north bank of the valley and into the trees. Yarnya was following last, looking from side to side to make sure no one had been left behind. Jennifer turned around. “Chris, I think it’s time to go.” “In a minute,” Christopher said. “No, Chris, I really, really, think it’s time to go.” “Just a few minutes ago, I picked something up on a frequency that wasn’t ours,” Christopher said. His eyes were studying the radio controls intently. “T think Vargas’s lot are using radios, too. If I can tune in to their frequency, we can listen to what they’re saying.”

Jennifer let out a breath in frustration. “Chris, this is _ no time to be a hero! Come on!” “You go,” Christopher said absently. “I’ll catch you up.” “No!”

Pete shoved hard at the thornbush in front of him. It gave slightly, then lashed back at him, piercing his hand with two long needles. Angrily, he pulled back and sucked the blood away. His radio clicked. “This is Vargas. Report.” Click. “This is Tav. Can’t see anything yet.” A lower voice cut in. “Yeah, this is Danny. Uh, we’re trying to get into this valley, but there are all these thorns in the way.” Pete signalled to DJ to keep on going and grabbed his radio. “Us too. I can’t see a thing.” “T don’t care about thorns,” Vargas said. “Search that valley.” The radio switched off with a click. Pete growled and followed DJ into the blackthorn.

The room Mr Oakley and Mr Morimoto had occupied belonged to one of the first years. The two of them were crouching by each of the open windows, their guns ready. The door was locked, and several loaded magazines were resting beside each of them. Outside, Rokkaku was deserted. It hada lonely look with all of the bridges and swings empty.

“You know,” Mr Oakley said after a few minutes of silence, “when I first decided to take up teaching as a career, I have to admit that this really wasn’t the kind of situation I expected to have to deal with.” Mr Morimoto smiled slightly, then tilted his head at the very faint sound of a thornbush tearing. “They’re coming.”

“Finally,” Pete muttered. He and DJ were coming out of the last of the thornbushes. The ground was sloping downwards, and they could see glimpses of the lake through the trees to their right. The radio clicked. “Uh, boss?” It was Danny’s voice. He and Alex were to Pete’s right. “There’s, uh, something down here.” “What?” Vargas replied. “Uh, I don’t know.” “What do you mean, you don’t know?” Vargas said impatiently. “Can you see a tent?” “Boss, there’s a whole village down here.” There was a pause. “What?” Vargas asked. “What the hell is that?” DJ asked. Pete’s eyes began to widen as he kept walking forward. Rokkaku was appearing through the trees in front of them.

“I can see four of them,” Mr Morimoto said into his radio. “Two to our left and two straight ahead.”

“That’s confirmed,” Mr Akamatsu, the faijutsu teacher, said tensely. “Four. All are carrying hand- guns. 3” “There are eight in total,” Nishiyama said. “Does anyone have a line of sight to the remaining four?” “No.” | NO” “Wait until they are out of cover.” Slowly, Mr Oakley lined up his gun. Looking across the valley in the afternoon light, over the flat roofs of the dojos, he could clearly see the men descending into Rokkaku.

“There are buildings. Lots of them.” Danny was talk- ing excitedly into his radio. “And doors and windows in the ground. And bridges too. And some kind of windmills next to the lake! And—” “Do you see anyone?” Vargas said. “Uhene:’

“Do you think they will surrender if we catch them in the open?” Mr Morimoto asked quietly. “No,” Mr Oakley said. He reached for the radio.

Almost in among the buildings, Pete saw the move- ment and brought his gun up instantly. “They’re in there!” he shouted. He fired twice and ducked behind a

tree, grabbing his radio with the other hand. “Boss, we’ve found them!”

From the north bank, Mr Oakley and Mr Morimoto returned fire, joined an instant later by everyone else. The battle for Rokkaku had begun.
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FIRE AND WATER

The crackle of gunfire brought Allandra up short. She had made it into Rokkaku forest and halfway to the valley itself, but at the distant shots, her heart went cold. She redoubled her speed, running as fast as she could. Please let me be in time!

“Danny! Pete!” Vargas snapped into his radio. “What the hell is going on down there?” “They shot me!” Danny’s East End voice was filled with disbelief. “They — they shot me! In the arm! I got shot in the arm!” “Well, shoot them back!” “They weren’t supposed to shoot me—” Vargas cut Danny off in exasperation. “Pete. How many are you facing?” “I don’t know!” Pete said. Cautiously, he leaned out from around his tree. Another bullet whined past him and he pulled back quickly. Pete and the other three had taken cover behind the trees on the south bank of the valley. They were

being shot at from the open windows of the rooms across from them. He couldn’t tell how many held enemies. “What kind of people are they?” Vargas asked. “Is Ignis there?” Right now Pete would quite happily have shot Ignis on sight, and Allandra too, if it would have got him out of this hated forest and back to London, but he had enough sense not to say that out loud. “I don’t know,” he said again. He took another quick glimpse. “OK, I can see someone. He’s some old guy with white hair.” Pete pulled out his gun. His initial shock was turning into anger. He wanted to see these men dead. He nodded across to DJ. - “Let’s get em!”

“Got it!” Christopher said in triumph. He made a final adjustment to the controls. “Yes, that’s great, Chris,” Jennifer said nervously. She was standing flattened against the wall, peeking out of the window while the gunfire continued from further down the valley. “What about the fact that a war’s just started out there?” “When did you become the cautious one?” Christopher asked absently. He spoke into his micro- phone. “To everyone defending Rokkaku, this is Christopher. I’ve tapped into our attackers’ radio circuit and I’m broadcasting it one-way on channel 6.

I repeat, you can now hear the radio traffic of the people attacking us if you listen in on channel 6.”

Crouched against the wall, Mr Oakley looked at the radio. “Christopher, what on earth are you still doing in the radio room?”. “Have you checked it?” Christopher asked from the radio. “Is it working?” Mr Oakley shook his head in disbelief and rose up to the window again.

“Gotcha!” Pete said as he saw Mr Oakley’s head at the window. He lined up and fired twice.

A bullet hit the window frame next to Mr Oakley, throwing splinters into his arm, and another one buzzed past his head. He ducked down again fast, breathing hard.

Pete cursed. His first round had been on target, but the edge of the window had deflected it. He grabbed up his radio while DJ and the others carried on firing. “Boss, this is no good. They’re in thick cover. It’s going to take us all day to get them all.”

Standing in the forest with Tom waiting by his side, Vargas thought briefly. “All right,” he said at last. “If

those guys are shooting at you from south-facing windows, they can’t see north, right?” “No,” Pete’s voice said from the radio. “Then we’ll circle around the edge of the valley, come in from the north and take them from behind,” Vargas said. “Pete, all of you, stop trying to hit them. Conserve your ammo and just keep them busy. We’ll finish them off once we get into position.” “Yes, boss.” “OK, boss.” “Tav?” Vargas said. “We’ll wait here until you and Malik catch us up. We want to stick together for this one.” “OK, boss,” Tav said-from the radio. “We’re on our way.”

Lots of people heard that. Christopher, Jennifer, Mr Oakley and all the other teachers heard it from inside Rokkaku. Allandra heard it and knew which direction her father was in. So did Ignis and Hiroshi, a little way behind them. And Jessica, Ze’ev, Shiro and Ichiro, at the southern edge of the forest, knew where they were needed. “If they surround them, the teachers in Rokkaku won’t have a chance,” Jessica said urgently. She still carried her rifle and was breathing hard, but didn’t stop moving. “We can get there first,” Ze’ev said. Despite the

weight of his sniper rifle and handgun, he didn’t seem _ tired. The four of them had run without stopping all the way from Junction Pool. “We’ll come from the southeast and take out the squad firing on Rokkaku.”

Inside the valley, the battle had died down to sporadic sniping. Neither side could get a clear shot at the other. Over to the right, Danny was still moaning about his arm. He and Alex had been caught further forward than Pete and DJ when the shooting started and were now pinned down. Pete glanced at his watch and cursed. It would take twenty minutes at least for Vargas and Tav to circle all the way around the valley. He wasn’t going to just sit here and let those men take potshots at him. “Hey, DJ,” he called across in a low voice. “Keep their heads down. I’m going to get around the side of ’em.” DJ nodded, then leaned out and started firing. Pete lunged away up the slope, sprinting with more speed than his bulk would have suggested.

Mr Oakley ducked down against the shooting, then raised one eye cautiously to the window edge to see Pete running through the trees. He was heading south out of the valley, but as Mr Oakley watched he began to curve to the right. Mr Morimoto returned fire. Mr Oakley picked up

the radio. “Oakley to everybody. One of the men attacking us has broken away. I believe he’s heading for the upper end of the valley.”

“Please, Chris, let’s get out of here!” Jennifer said. She was hopping up and down with anxiety. “All right,” Chris said unexpectedly. He took off his headphones and got up. Jennifer grabbed Christopher’s hand in relief. She ran outside and had taken two steps before Christopher yanked her back so hard that she was thrown against the wall. “Ow!” Jennifer said. “What—” Christopher covered her mouth. Silently, he pointed around the corner of the radio room. Jennifer leaned out to see and her eyes went wide. Pete was coming down the slope right towards them. He had circled round and now was planning to cut across the top end of Rokkaku before heading back down to where the fighting was. Jennifer ducked back and looked at Christopher in fright. “Chris,” she whispered, “what are we going to do?” “We can’t run,” Christopher whispered. “He’ll see us aS SOON as We move.” Jennifer sneaked another quick look around the corner. Pete was heading straight for them, his gun out. “Then what?” she whispered. Without speaking, Christopher opened his jacket.

Inside was one of the same flash bombs that he had | used in their escape from Waybury. “No!” Jennifer whispered. She grabbed Christo- pher’s arm hard. “Chris, you already tried this! You with your flash bombs against him with his gun — remember how that worked out last time?” “What else is there?” Christopher whispered. Jennifer drew in an anguished breath. All choices seemed bad, and they were out of time. Christopher reached for the fuse. A hand fell on each of their shoulders. They turned around to see the lined face of Nishiyama looking down at them. “Practise on a few more school bullies before you take on one of these, children,” Nishiyama said quietly. “This is out of your league.” Nishiyama gestured towards the side of the radio room and Jennifer and Christopher retreated against it. Nishiyama walked to the corner and stood waiting. Pete appeared around the corner and Nishiyama moved in a blur of speed. Pete started to turn towards him, his mouth opening in surprise; Nishiyama’s hands flashed; the gun flew away and Pete doubled over. There was the dull crack of something breaking, and Pete fell limply to the ground. Nishiyama looked around, then knelt next to the body and rested two fingers on the side of Pete’s neck. Pete’s head was twisted around further than it ought to

be, his eyes frozen open in shock. Nishiyama held the contact for a few seconds, then rose to his feet and looked at Christopher and Jennifer, who were staring with round eyes. “Go north and meet Yarnya,” Nishiyama said. “And stay with her. That is an order.” Christopher and Jennifer looked at each other, looked at Nishiyama standing over Pete’s body, then turned and ran.

Allandra kept on running. Somewhere in the last section of her mad scramble through the forest she’d lost her earpiece radio, but it didn’t matter any more. She’d heard enough: Vargas and Tav were going to surround Rokkaku from all sides and then kill every- one still there. Allandra had helped tend the paths and plants around the valley; she could make a good guess at where Vargas must be. She ran as fast as she could. Then a familiar voice sounded in front of her and she stopped dead. For a minute she could hear nothing but the faint crackle of gunfire from down in the valley, then it came again. Slipping from tree to tree, Allandra drew closer. She saw all of them at once. Vargas and Tav were to one side, their guns out, moving cautiously through the forest. Allandra didn’t know the other two men, but she recognised their type instantly: Vargas’s thugs. The four of them were heading in a wide circle

around the top of Rokkaku valley. Not only would | it eventually bring them around to the north side of Rokkaku, but it would also bring them right by Dalarwen and the tightrope area, where the students were assembling. And it was all because of her. Allandra took a deep breath, then started walking forward. “Hey!” she shouted at Vargas. “I’m over here!”

Ignis could see Michael just ahead of him. His younger brother was obviously tired, but kept jogging forward, heading towards the top of Rokkaku valley. Ignis could easily have caught up with him — he and Hiroshi ran further than this every morning — but he didn’t want to give his position away. Then through the trees, Ignis spotted Allandra. For a minute Ignis’s heart leaped, then he caught a glimpse of whom she was walking towards and stopped dead. What is she doing?

Allandra walked across the forest floor towards her father. Vargas and his men had stopped at her shout and were staring at her as she approached them. Allandra wasn’t afraid any more. If Vargas wasn’t stopped, he would kill the people inside Rokkaku, and it would be her own fault. Compared to that, the danger she was in herself hardly seemed to matter. Maybe that’s when you stop being afraid, Allandra

thought distantly. When there’s something that matters more to you than your own life. Allandra stopped ten metres in front of Vargas. He looked down at her. For once, he seemed surprised. Allandra spoke first. “Get out of my forest.” Vargas raised his eyebrows. “Your forest? You’ve been living here all this time?” He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. All this time you were right under my nose.” “Pull your men back,” Allandra said. “Leave the people in the valley alone. It’s me and Ig you’re after, not them.” Vargas stared at her, then laughed. “You’ve got things mixed up, Allandra. The people down in that valley are the ones I’m after. You and Ignis can come later. You see, as long as you have this base to return to, neither of you will ever concentrate properly on doing what I tell you. And also,” his eyes grew cold, “killing everyone down there will teach you not to defy me again.” Allandra flinched. Then a sound to her right made both of them look around. Michael was walking forward, his sides heaving. He stopped, leaning against a tree. “Michael,” Vargas said calmly. There was no heat in his voice, but Allandra could tell that he was angry. “I seem to remember telling you to alert us on your radio when you and Allandra got into the forest.”

Michael gave Allandra a glare. “I was when she—” He caught himself. “I mean, it didn’t work.” “Really.” If I can just keep him talking for long enough, Allandra thought to herself, it’l] give the teachers in Rokkaku the time to take out those attackers. Then we’ll have a chance. But Allandra wasn’t the only one who’d realised that. “Boss,” Tav said. “We need to get moving.” Vargas nodded. “Yes, we do. Malik, get hold of her. Michael, you stay here as well. The three of us will circle round and finish this. We’ll come back here when we’re done.” Malik, a bearlike man with a barrel-shaped chest, began to lumber towards her. But Allandra knew now what she had to say. “It won’t make any difference,” she called out clearly. Vargas, who had been starting to turn away, stopped. Malik paused, looking between Vargas and Allandra. “What are you talking about?” Vargas said. “You’ve been doing all this because you want Ig and me to be your successors,” Allandra said. “It’s never going to happen. Maybe you might have had a chance if ’’d always stayed with you. But not now, not after I’ve spent two and a half years down in that valley and I’ve seen what they’re like. It wouldn’t matter if I never saw them again, because I know now what kind of

person I want to be, and it’s not a gangster like you. And Ig’s the same. We’re not coming back to you no matter how many people you kill.” A dark light shone in Vargas’s eyes. “Oh, I can change your mind of that, Allandra,” he said softly. “You think killing is the worst thing that can happen to you? I’ve never really hurt any of the three of you in the past. The beatings you’ve had before were only children’s games. But that can change. You will come back to me — once you understand what the alternative is.” “No, I won’t.” And suddenly Allandra laughed, a clear, ringing sound. “It doesn’t matter whether you hurt us or kill us. It’s willing servants you want, and that’s what you can’t have. We’re your enemies and we always will be. You’ve lost, Dad.” Mocking Vargas was the most dangerous thing you could possibly do, but Allandra no longer cared. “No matter what happens, you’ve lost. We’ll never serve you, and we’ll never become like him.” Allandra nodded with contempt at Michael, then stood up straight. “I’m a ninja, and I refuse to be your heir. Ever.” Everyone seemed to suck in their breath. Vargas’s blue eyes stared into those of his daughter. He stood very still. “If you are not mine,” he said at last, “then you are dead.”

From through the leaves of one of the blackthorn - bushes, Ignis saw Vargas go still and knew what it meant. He turned to Hiroshi and tossed him the radio. “Stay here. Call for backup.” “What?” Hiroshi stared at Ignis in dismay. “You’re not actually going in there?” “It’s all right, Hiroshi.” Ignis grinned suddenly. “I always had a feeling it would come down to this.” Then before Hiroshi could try and stop him, Ignis sprang to his feet and darted forward.

Mr Oakley was getting worried. He and the rest of the teachers had the men pinned down, but time was passing quickly. Before long, they weuld have to start worrying about Vargas and Tav coming down from above. Mr Oakley looked out from cover again. One of Vargas’s men was leaning out from behind his tree, but he ducked back again as he saw the gun. Mr Oakley’s shot chipped splinters from the tree trunk but did nothing else. Mr Oakley ducked back against the return fire that was sure to come. There was a single shot, then silence. Mr Oakley paused. The shot hadn’t been that of a handgun, but the high harmonic crack of a sniper rifle. The echoes rolled around the valley and died away. Mr Oakley looked out. The body of the man who had been shooting at him was rolling down the slope.

There was the crack of a second rifle, and another one of Vargas’s men was thrown back dead. The last man backed away out of his cover towards Mr Oakley, his handgun pointed up the slope, firing blindly. For a moment he was clearly in the line of sight of all of the teachers at once. Mr Oakley and Mr Morimoto fired at the same time. The man spun around and dropped. The echoes of the gunfire died away and everything was quiet. The bodies lay still. Then the radio clicked. “To the Rokkaku defence group, this is Ze’ev. Jessica and I are looking down on you from the south bank of Rokkaku valley. We have neutralised the three attackers and have you covered. No further hostiles in sight. Do you have any casualties down there?” Mr Oakley and Mr Morimoto looked at each other and let out a long sigh of relief. The radio spoke again. “Hello, Ze’ev, this is Akamatsu.” Akamatsu had been holding the left flank. “Glad you decided to show up. No casualties on the left.”. Mr Oakley took up the radio. “None on the right, either. Well, Jessica, you and Ze’ev certainly know how to make an entrance.” “Are you OK? Tm glad we got here in time.” Jessica’s voice immediately became serious. “But there are still four more of them out there, including Vargas. Have you any idea where they are?” “Not here,” Mr Oakley said.

Nishiyama’s voice cut in on the circuit. “There is no sign of them in the upper half of the valley.” Yarnya’s accented voice spoke. “This is Yarnya, speaking from above Dalarwen. We’re moving north as you ordered, Nishiyama, but none of my students have reported any men in the forest. Jennifer and Christopher just caught us up, and those two passed between Rokkaku and here without seeing anything. If Vargas was circling round we should have caught some trace of him by now.” The radio clicked again. “Mr Oakley, this is Shiro. Ichiro and I are with Ze’ev and Jessica. Do you know if Allandra is down there, sensei?” Mr Oakley frowned. “I thought she was with you.” And then a new voice cut in, quick and frightened. “Everyone, this is Hiroshi. Please listen! Ignis has gone face to face with Vargas, and he’s in a stand-off with him right now. The others have got their guns out. It looks like they’re going to shoot him any minute. Ally is there, too. What should I do?” Mr Oakley stared at the radio. “What? Why are—” Nishiyama spoke. “Hiroshi, please give us your exact position and tell us what you can see.” “Hai.” Hiroshi took a deep breath and slowed down. “Ignis has got that younger brother of his, Michael, from behind. He’s talking with Vargas. There are three other men there, and they’ve got their guns out. One of them’s moving towards Ally. We’re …

west of Rokkaku, about a hundred metres from the top of the valley.” “Very well. Stay out of sight, Hiroshi, we’re on our way.” Nishiyama’s voice changed. “Ze’ev?” “OK,” Ze’ev said. “Everyone from the Rokkaku defence force, rendezvous with us at the canteen. We’ll form up there and sweep west. Let’s finish this.”

When Ignis had broken cover to run towards Vargas, he hadn’t any idea of what he was going to do. His only thought had been to distract his father before he killed Allandra. But then he saw Michael standing with his back turned, and changed direction to aim for him. Michael and Tav both heard him coming, but Michael was out of breath and Tav was on the other side of the clearing. Before Michael could turn around, Ignis had his arm around his throat, pulling him back and up. “Hold it!” Ignis shouted at Vargas. “Get away from her! Or you’re not going to have Michael for an heir, either!” Tav and the other two men proteatis their guns up, but Vargas was faster. “No!” he commanded, holding up one hand without looking at them. “Lower them.” Reluctantly, they did. Tav’s eyes glittered as he stared at Ignis. Vargas, however, began walking slowly towards him. “Long time no see, Ignis,” he said with a smile. “So you’ve decided to join our little party as well?”

“Back off!” Ignis snapped, pulling Michael up a bit more. He could feel Michael’s raspy breath, but his brother remained still. “Ally, get out of here. Run!” “Allandra, take one step and I’ll shoot you and Ignis as well,” Vargas said coolly. Allandra looked from Ignis to Michael to Vargas, her face betraying indecision. Ignis jerked Michael back another step. “Do that and I’ll kill him!” “Really?” Vargas cocked his head. “I don’t think you will.” He took another step forward. Ignis hesitated. He hadn’t thought this part through. Vargas lunged. Ignis threw Michael aside, blocked and struck back. Vargas slid away. “Ig!” Allandra ran forward, but got only three steps before Malik grabbed her. The big man lifted her nearly off the ground, struggling. Tav and the last man moved to surround Ignis and Vargas, their guns ready. “Mow, are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?” Vargas said, a slight smile on his face. He stood with one foot slightly back, his hands hanging loose by his sides. Ignis attacked without even thinking twice. This was what he had been preparing for in every one of his taijutsu lessons. He bored in fast with punches and strikes, trying to hit his father hard enough to stun

None of the blows landed. Vargas knocked some aside and stepped away from others, backing off a

little but not so far that he had to worry about his footing. But he didn’t reach for the gun he carried at the small of his back, and that more than anything else convinced Ignis that even now, Vargas wasn’t really taking him seriously. It fanned his anger to a white- hot rage. Ignis attacked again, but this time dropped his guard, leaving his left side completely open. Vargas stepped away. Ignis attacked again, and again Vargas stepped away. Somehow, Ignis knew that his father had been measuring him and would strike if he did it a third time. Ignis did it a third time. Vargas counter-attacked, throwing a punch at I[gnis’s side that would have broken his ribs. Even though Ignis had been expecting it, the blow was so fast that it nearly landed. Ignis twisted aside hard and felt the punch shoot by. For a moment Vargas was off balance. Ignis slammed the heel of his hand down into Vargas’s neck and then, as Vargas stumbled, threw him flat to the ground. Vargas recovered instantly, rolling aside, but in the split second he had been face down Ignis’s hand had reached the holster at Vargas’s belt. Ignis stood up straight, levelling the gun. Vargas looked up into the muzzle of his own 9mm and stopped moving. Time seemed to stand still. Ignis heard the double cha-click! from where Tav and the other man had been standing and knew that two guns were levelled at his

back, but didn’t care. The whole world seemed to have fallen away to Vargas’s blue eyes framed in the sights of the gun. “Go ahead, Ignis,” Vargas said softly. “This is what you’ve always wanted, isn’t it? What are you waiting for?” Ignis didn’t move. He stood frozen, his finger trembling on the trigger. Vargas’s leg moved so fast that Ignis never saw the kick coming. One moment he was standing upright, the next he had slammed into the ground with enough force to knock the breath from his lungs and send the gun jarring away. His vision swam with purple stars. Then it cleared and Ignis looked up to see that their positions had reversed. Vargas was pointing the gun back at him. “You’ll never be a match for me, Ignis. No matter how long you train.” Vargas cocked the gun and levelled it to point exactly in the centre of Ignis’s fore- head. “No more games. You have a choice to make, son of mine. Follow me and obey me, or you die, right here, right now. Which is it going to be?”

Shiro and Ze’ev moved through the forest in a half- run. On either side of them, the teachers of Rokkaku were spread out in a shallow crescent, sweeping forward. The radio clicked. “This is Morimoto.” The stealth

teacher was the advance scout. “I can see Hiroshi.” A moment later, Shiro saw him as well. Hiroshi was crouched behind a blackthorn bush, beckoning urgently towards them. Shiro crouched down and slipped forward. “Shiro!” Hiroshi whispered in panic. “They’re about to kill him! Hurry!” Shiro looked through the leaves to see that Hiroshi wasn’t exaggerating. Vargas was standing over Ignis with a gun levelled at his head. Shiro looked back to see that Ze’ev was setting his sniper rifle up in a firing position. -.

Ignis stared up at Vargas without speaking. His eyes kept wanting to focus on the gun. In his head, he remembered his words back on the rooftop of Waybury, where he’d told Vargas he’d rather die than obey him. But it was one thing to say those words then, and another to say them now with death staring him clearly in the face. | “Well, Ignis?” Vargas asked.

Shiro pulled out his binoculars to get a better look. They were too far away to catch more than snatches of the words, but Vargas’s body language was clear: he was on the point of killing his son. Behind him, Shiro heard Ze’ev cock his rifle, but he didn’t dare look away.

The radio clicked and Shiro heard Jessica’s soft. voice. “Ze’ev, this is Jessica. We’re thirty metres to your right. I have the man holding Allandra in my sights, but I have no shot to Vargas. Repeat, I have no shot to Vargas.” “Ze ev—” Shiro whispered. Ze’ev said nothing. He lay very still, the rifle steady.

Ignis lay motionless, looking up at Vargas. The sunlight was reddening with the approach of evening, and the wind had died away, leaving the air completely still. The world seemed to be holding its breath. Then suddenly, the silence was shattered by Michael. He had risen from where Ignis had thrown him and was now shouting at Vargas, his face pale. “Kill him!” His voice was high and shrill. “What are you waiting for? Just kill him!” Vargas said nothing. Neither did Ignis. A voice inside Ignis was saying that he should agree, promise Vargas what he wanted, anything that would keep him alive … but he didn’t. “That’s your answer?” Vargas finally said. And then, suddenly, he shrugged. “Oh, well. I knew I’d have to do this some day.”

“Ze’ev!” Shiro said urgently. Ze’ev fired.

It was a perfect shot. The supersonic bullet travelled the distance between Ze’ev and Vargas in a fraction of a second, missing the branches and leaves on either side of its flight path to strike Vargas midway down the forearm, ripping through flesh and bone and tearing its way out on the other side. An instant later, Vargas’s finger tightened reflexively on the trigger of his 9mm and the gun fired, its report blending with the crack of the sniper rifle. But the impact of the rifle bullet had knocked Vargas’s arm sideways and, instead of striking Ignis in the forehead, the 9mm shot thudded harmlessly into the ground. Ignis rolled to his feet and ran. Tav fired two quick shots into the forest, then moved to cover. Vargas, holding his injured arm tightly, ducked back behind a tree. Michael and Tom scattered. Suddenly the only man still standing upright and in the open was Malik, still holding Allandra in one heavy arm. He began to back away, using Allandra as a shield, pointing his gun blindly in the direction the shot had come from. “Hey!” he shouted. “You’d better not try anything! I’ll—” Allandra twisted inside his grip like a snake and hit him hard and accurately in the throat. No one, no matter how strong, could shrug off a blow there. Malik gagged and sank down, his grip loosening. Allandra kicked off him and did a forward roll, getting clear. Malik tried to stand up, levelling his gun at her.

Jessica’s sniper rifle cracked and Malik’s head came apart in a red mist. His body crumpled to the ground. “Pull back!” Vargas shouted. “Get back to the cars!”

“They’re running!” Shiro said, watching eee his binoculars. “All three.” “Confirm that,” Ichiro said through the radio. “We have three men retreating west.” “Finish them off,” Nishiyama ordered. “Make sure you get Vargas.” “Copy that,” Ze’ev said. He rose to his feet and drew his handgun, leaving the sniper rifle behind. “Everyone, spread out and move west. We’ll trap them between us and the Doethwr valley.” The line of teachers advanced towards where Malik’s body was lying. “I see movement,” Mr Morimoto said through the radio. “Don’t shoot, it’s me!” a shaky voice called from up ahead. There was a rustle and Ignis stepped out from where he had been hiding, his hands up, to see Ze’ev’s gun pointed at him. “Are you hit?” Ze’ev said, lowering his gun. “No,” Ignis said. He looked dazed. “Where’s Allandra?” “T don’t know,” Ignis said. “She got away south, but—” “TI can’t spare anyone to look for her,” Ze’ev said. “Find her, and then go with her north to where Yarnya

is.” He looked back to see Shiro staring at Malik’s body, his face pale. “You too, Shiro. There’s nothing further you can do here. I want all three of you to stay out of the battle zone until this is finished.” Shiro looked up and nodded. “Yes, sensei.” Ze’ev ran west into the forest, leaving the two of them standing alone. Ignis was looking wonderingly down at Malik’s body. “That was nearly me,” he said. “I know.” Shiro took Ignis’s arm and drew him gently away. “Come on, Ig. Let’s find Ally.”

Vargas held himself very still, pressed up against the trunk of a tree. On the other side, he could hear the faint sounds of some of the men from the valley moving past. His right arm was badly hurt, he was losing blood and he had lost his 9mm when he had been hit. But his left hand still worked fine, and in it he was holding a second, smaller gun that he kept concealed. If they found him, he was not going to go down easily. But the men passed by. Vargas stayed still for another sixty seconds then began moving, more slowly and quietly this time, heading north. When Vargas had called out to Tom and Tav to get back to the cars, he had done so with the intention of going with them. But it had taken him less than a minute to realise that if he did, he would be sur- rounded. So, while Tom had blundered off southwest,

Vargas had slipped into hiding and let his pursuers. pass by. Now he intended to escape north, exactly away from the cars. He could get new cars, and new henchmen as well. Vargas grinned mirthlessly as he ; made his way carefully through the forest. It’s not over yet. Vargas stopped and sniffed the air. There was no sound, but Vargas’s senses were more like those of a predatory animal than a human, and he instinctively knew that someone was coming. There was an oak tree to his right, and he slipped behind it. There was silence. Soft footfalls approached, then stopped. Vargas held perfectly still. “Vargas, you’re behind the oak tree six metres in front of me,” a voice said. “You might as well stop hiding.” Vargas took a glance up at the leaves of the tree he was under, just to check, then snatched a quick look, very fast, around the tree trunk. A short, bald-headed man in black clothes was standing six metres away. He looked like an ex-commando. He was standing in a target shooting stance with a handgun trained exactly on Vargas’s position. Vargas pulled back to the centre of the tree trunk. It was thick enough to stop any bullet. “And who are you?” he said without looking around. “My name’s Ze’ev,” the voice replied. “I’m one of the teachers at the school you just attacked.”

Vargas glanced sideways. “So you’re the one who’s been training Allandra and Ignis these last few years?” “That’s right.” Vargas laughed. “You should have done a better job. They’re still no match for me. I would have killed both of them today if you hadn’t shown up.” “Give them another ten years,” Ze’ev said. “They’re too young to be a match for someone like you. But they will be, some day.” Ze’ev paused. “There’s one last thing I’d like to ask you.” “Oh?” Vargas was curious. “What’s that?” “What happened to Karen Havelock?” “What? Why the hell do you care?” “She’s Ignis and Allandra’s mother. Some day, they’re going to want to know what happened to her. It’s not good for them to have nothing but fantasies.” “So you really want to know, do you?” Vargas grinned. “Fine. I’ll tell you. She ran off with one of my gunmen. A good joke, don’t you think? Raising kids and being the queen of an empire wasn’t enough for her. She was bored. I think she expected me to track her down, kill the man and drag her back by her hair. I could have done it easily enough. But I was tired of her, tired of her sitting back and expecting me to bring her the world on a silver tray. So I just let her go. She went to pieces pretty fast after that. Took up with one loser after another. The last I heard,

she changed her name and went overseas. She didn’t even come back to see the kids.” Vargas laughed. “Pity I didn’t get a chance to tell Ignis that story. He still thinks I killed her. I’d been looking forward to seeing his face when I tell him how much his perfect mother really cared about him.” Vargas cocked his head. “But then, you probably don’t believe me, do you?” “No,” Ze’ev said. “I believe you.” “Really? So what are you going to do now? Tell Ignis and Allandra the truth?” “One day they’ll ask me. And when they do I’ll tell them.” “And what are you going to do until then? Keep them here in this school of yours.” “If they want to stay. And they will.” Vargas nodded. “Take care of them, will you?” “T will.” “Well,” Vargas said after a pause. “I suppose I might as well come quietly.” “Might as well.” Vargas had killed many men in his time, had stood over their bodies with gun in hand, watching as the light faded from their eyes. He had always known his turn would come one day. Now that it had, he felt no fear, only a curious kind of anticipation. I’m ready for you, Vargas thought, his teeth showing in one final wolfs grin. Are you ready for me? He dived out from

behind the tree in a blur of motion, rolling up to aim his gun. Ze’ev was waiting. He fired, just once.

To the south, Allandra heard the shot and listened as the echoes rolled over the hills and slowly died away. When the forest was silent again, she kept going to where she had been headed before.

“Ally!” Shiro called, running down through Rokkaku. There was a note of panic in his voice. “Ally!” “Shiro, wait!” Ignis called from behind him, out of breath. Shiro paused and Ignis caught up to him, panting. “She’s not here.” Rokkaku felt desolate and empty. The battle had moved on to the west, but the smell of death still hung over the valley. Shiro looked back at Ignis. “I thought she got away. I’m sure she did. Why isn’t she here?” “Did you see where Michael went?” Ignis asked. “He ran when the shooting started,” Shiro said, distracted. “Ichiro radioed in saying that he’d seen someone too small to be one of Vargas’s men heading south …” Shiro stopped and looked at Ignis in dawn- ing realisation. “Come on,” Ignis said. “I think I know where Michael is. And if I’m right, Ally will be there, too.” al

Tav had reached the western edge of Rokkaku forest. He slowed down a little, walked to the edge of the trees and looked down. Beneath him, the ground dropped steeply away to a narrow river that foamed and roared. Tav was a man with a keen sense of self-preservation. After seeing Malik go down, he had decided that it was time to make an exit. Vargas might not be happy with him, but Tav had a strong feeling that what Vargas wanted wasn’t going to matter any more. Tav decided to check. He lifted his radio and spoke into it. “This is Tav. Anyone there?” There was a moment’s silence, then Tom spoke. “Tav, man! I need some help!” “Where are you?” “I’m near the cars!” Tom’s voice was panicky. “But they’re all around me! Oh man, this is bad. Where are you, Tav? You gotta help me!” “Do you know where Vargas is?” “How should I know? I need some help, Tav!” Tav didn’t answer. “Tav? Tay!” Tav took his finger off the “Transmit” button on his radio and held it in front of him, listening. There was a short pause, then Tom’s voice came again, high and panicked. “They re coming! Oh Christ, I just want to get out of here! Get away from me!” There was a gunshot, then a whole volley of them,
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as though someone was firing as fast as he could. Through the radio, Tav heard the click of a bolt on an empty magazine. Then there was another shot and a thud. A pause, then one final shot. Silence. Tav depressed the “Transmit” button again. “Tom, are you there?” Silence. “Boss? Vargas? Can you hear me?” Silence. “Pete? Anyone?” Tav took his finger off the button and listened. There was nothing. Suddenly, Tav had the feeling that many pairs of eyes had just turned in his direction. Tav looked down at the river. It would be a danger- ous climb, and an even more dangerous crossing. Better than staying here, Tav decided. He threw the radio over the edge. It vanished into the river, the splash lost in the roar of the water. Tav began climbing down. He never wanted to come back to this forest as long as he lived.

The sun was setting as Allandra made her way around Pen Rhiwbie and towards Junction Pool. Behind her, her long shadow stretched out like an arrow pointing the way back to Rokkaku. She came to the top of the rocks and looked down at the clearing below. Michael was standing there by the X they had once marked, looking up at her. The setting sun cast him

and the rocks in red and orange. He didn’t speak. — Allandra stared back at him for a long time, then began to climb down. Michael watched in silence. Allandra jumped down the last bit, then turned to look at her brother. The two of them faced each other, three metres apart, their shadows painted on either side of the X-marked face of rock. “I knew you’d be here,” Allandra said at last. “I waited for you here once before, when we got away from Hampstead. You didn’t come. But now you don’t have anywhere else to go, do you?” Michael didn’t answer. His head was turned a little away from the setting sun, casting his face in shadow. He stared silently at Allandra. “So what are you going to do now?” Allandra asked. “You tried to sell us out and you’ve lost. Most of the men who tried to attack our valley are dead and the rest are running. You’re the only one left, Michael.” Allandra paused, then continued more slowly. “When I came here this afternoon, I thought I was going to take you back home with me. But that’s not going to happen now. Even if the teachers said yes, I wouldn’t want you to come. Ignis was right and I was wrong. I should have given up on you a long time ago. I just wanted so badly to believe that I could trust you. But I’m not going to make the same mistake again.” Allandra drew a deep breath. “This is the last time’ we’re ever going to see each other. I’m never going to meet you again and ’’m

never going to talk to you again. You’re the last link left to my old life with Vargas, and I’m breaking it. ’m not your sister any more. I’m going to be somebody else.” Allandra turned away. “Goodbye.” Finally Michael spoke. “And you think that’s it?” Allandra turned back, her skin prickling. There was a weird, dead sound to her brother’s voice that she had never heard before. “Yes.” “No,” Michael said. “Not yet.” He began walking towards her, his eyes expressionless. Allandra stepped back into ichi mongi. She shook her head, watching him closely. “Don’t even think about it, Michael.” Michael kept walking. His dead eyes remained fixed on her. There was something hypnotic about them and Allandra hesitated for a second as her brother closed in. His arm came up and Allandra moved to shove him away. Then suddenly a warning bell rang loud and urgently in her mind. Maybe it was the way Michael’s right hand was curled just slightly so that the fingers were out of sight; maybe it was something in his stance; maybe it was a last flash of empathy with her brother, before they came apart for good. Allandra threw herself backwards out of range. Bright metal blurred as the knife cut through the space where Allandra’s throat had been half a second earlier. Michael steadied himself and advanced, the

gleaming blade held to his side. Allandra backed away — until she felt her arm touch the rock behind her. Michael kept coming. He didn’t say a word, and that more than anything convinced Allandra that there would be no talking her way out of this one. Her brother really meant to kill her. Cold anger blossomed inside Allandra, driving out the fear. Her brother had double-crossed her, and now he meant to get her back for it? She looked quickly from side to side and stopped. Leaning in the far corner of the rocks, dark red in the sunset, was a wooden staff. It was the bo Shiro had given her. There was no time to think. Kicking off the rock wall, Allandra threw herself forward in a diving roll. She felt the knife slash the air above her, then she had snatched up the bo and was facing her brother. Michael came in again and Allandra hit him with two quick strikes, forcing him away. He feinted forward and Allandra hit him a third time, the bo catching him on the shin with a crack. Michael backed off. Allandra struck again — and this time Michael swerved and slashed at her wrist. Only Allandra’s reflexes saved her from losing the use of her hand. She dodged and spun the bo in a tight figure-of-eight, forcing Michael away. He knows what he’s doing, Allandra thought grimly. Some time over the past two years, Michael had learned to use a knife. He didn’t hold it out in front of

him as a novice would; he kept it down by his side, his other arm in front of him, ready to grab. If he could get a grip with that hand, he would drive the knife in with the other. Allandra’s bo outranged him, and as long as she kept him at a distance he couldn’t hurt her. But the rock walls on three sides of her gave Allandra very little space to swing. If she backed up too far in any direction, the bo would be caught on the rocks and Michael would move in. Michael began to circle, trying to pin her against one of the walls. Allandra kept the staff whirling, watching for his next attack.

Ignis and Shiro were maybe fifty metres away from Junction Pool when they heard the sounds from ahead of them. Without saying a word, they broke into a sprint. Ignis stopped at the top of the rocks. Below him, his sister and his brother were fighting in the enclave. Allandra’s bo spun in front of her, clipping Michael and forcing him back, while he tried again and again to get into range for his knife. Shiro gave a frustrated hiss and a moment later Ignis realised why. The space between the rocks was less than four metres across, and Allandra was using more than half of it to swing her staff. If either of them jumped in they would block Allandra’s swings for just long enough for Michael to stab her.

Shiro dropped down to a crouch, his muscles tensed, _ waiting.

Michael feinted and came in again, grabbing. Allandra knocked his arm away. For a moment Michael was open, but Allandra couldn’t get the bo up again fast enough to hit him before he was out of range again. She was getting tired. Too many things had happened today, and her strength was running out. She couldn’t understand how Michael could still keep going. She’d hit him over and over again, but he barely seemed to have noticed. It was as though he were running on pure hatred. “You should be dead instead of him,” Michael whispered. There was blood on his forehead from where one of Allandra’s strikes had landed, and his lips were drawn back to show his teeth. “You and Ignis as well.” The sun was almost gone, and the light was fading. Allandra felt cold. She knew that death was facing her in this quiet Welsh valley. She had to knock him out, but a blow strong enough to do that would leave her open if she missed. Weary, Allandra took a step back and stumbled. Michael attacked instantly, not trying to grab this time but lunging in with his knife aimed straight at her heart. In desperation, Allandra swung the bo up with all her strength. Pain exploded along her left side at the

same time that she felt the staff hit home. The impact threw Michael away, and for a moment the two were apart. A shadow flickered over Allandra and Shiro hit the ground in between them. Still groggy, Michael slashed out. Shiro moved inside Michael’s swing, hit his wrist hard enough to send the knife spinning away into Junction Pool, then hit him again in the face. The force of the blow knocked Michael flat on the water’s edge. An instant later, Ignis landed beside Shiro. The two of them stood in front of Allandra as Michael tried to rise. Michael struggled to his feet. He made one move forward, and stopped as he saw Ignis and Shiro wait- ing. Allandra stood watching him, half leaning on her bo. She could feel blood running down her left side. Allandra watched Michael, seeing his train of thought as clearly as if it had been written on his face. Michael looked at Ignis and Shiro, trying to figure out if he could get past them. He couldn’t. He looked around for his knife. It wasn’t there. He looked all the way around him, hoping for some kind of help. “End of the line, Michael,” Ignis said. And finally, Michael realised he had lost. His face seemed to crumple, and suddenly he didn’t look like a killer any more, but a teenage boy. He began to cry. Allandra, Shiro and Ignis stood and watched him, not moving.

Then Michael raised his head, and stared through — his tears at Allandra. “I hate you.” His voice rose suddenly to a scream. “J HATE YOU!” Allandra looked wordlessly back at him. Choking, Michael turned and dived into Junction Pool. He surfaced in the middle of the pool with his head down, swimming blindly forward. Allandra’s fingers slipped and she let her bo fall to the ground. Shiro stepped quickly back and held her to him, keeping her up. The three of them watched Michael go. As he reached the far side of Junction Pool the current caught him and he was swept away into the wider river that flowed out on the far side. The current took him further and further down the valley, until all Allandra, Shiro and Ignis could see was his head bobbing in the water. Finally, at the very last bend of the river, they saw Michael reach one of the banks and pull himself out. He climbed slowly to his feet, a tiny stick figure almost lost in the long shadows, and looked back towards them. For a moment he stood there, then he turned away and vanished into the darkness. Allandra swayed and would have fallen if not for Shiro. Ignis looked back at her. “Come on, Ally. Let’s go home.” _ The three of them turned and began the long journey back to Rokkaku. As they walked, the last gleam of sun vanished below the horizon and dusk

spread its way over the hills. One by one, the first stars of the evening began to appear, glowing blue and white in the clear sky above.
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EMBERS

It was two hours after sunset when Tav reached the village of Rhosmaen. He had travelled in an enormous crescent, giving the north half of the valley a wide berth before circling around to approach the village from the southwest. Sticking to the shadows, he approached their house, and then settled down to wait. After ten minutes, Tav walked to the front door, unlocked it, entered and locked it again behind him. He didn’t plan to switch on the light. There was no point announcing to the villagers that the house was occupied, and he wasn’t staying long. Tav’s clothes were torn and muddy, and he was going to change them. Then he was going to use the telephone to ring a reliable taxi company he knew and order a car to wait for him a little way outside the next village to the south. And then he was going to walk the four miles, get in the car and never come back. Tav was three steps into the kitchen when he sensed someone was in the room with him. He kept on walking, sliding his gun out, then snapped on the light

switch and spun around, bringing up the gun in the same movement. Michael was sitting at the kitchen table, blinking in the light. “What are you doing here?” Tav said harshly. Michael said nothing. After a moment, Tav lowered his gun as he realised that it had been a stupid question. Keeping one eye on him, he walked to the telephone and dialled. Michael just sat there, watching, as Tav spoke to his contact at the taxi firm. It occurred to Tav that the boy must have been sitting there in the dark before he came in. There’s something creepy about that kid, Tav decided. He put the phone down and went upstairs to change. When he came down again Michael had got up. Tav walked to the front door. Michael moved to follow. Tav looked down at him. “I’m not taking passengers.” “You’re going to try and take over Vargas’s organisation, aren’t you?” How the hell did he know that? Tav thought to himself in surprise. It was exactly what had been going through Tav’s head on the long walk back. If Vargas and Pete were dead — and Tav had a very strong feeling that they were — then there was no one to stop him from sliding into the same position that

Vargas had held. Tav was not the kind of man to let an | opportunity like that go to waste. “None of your business,” Tav said. He moved for the door, but Michael stood in his way. “You aren’t going to manage it,” Michael said. He stared up at Tav, his eyes glowing in the light. “As soon as Vargas and Pete don’t show up when they’re supposed to, people are going to start asking questions. You didn’t run everything before, so they’ll want to know why you’re giving all the orders now. And once they figure out that he’s not coming back, everyone is going to want a piece of his territory.” “Well, we’re just going to have to see, aren’t we?” Tav said. He wasn’t in the mood to be told his job by a boy less than half his age. “Now beat it.” “You know how the organisation works, and you know the people, but that’s all. You don’t own any of it, not legally. You don’t own the warehouses, the business fronts, the transport chains. But I do.” “And how do you figure that?” “Vargas is gone,” Michael said. “His wife’s gone. Ally and Ig aren’t coming back, either. That makes me his legal heir. Everything he has comes to me.” Tav looked down at Michael and had to laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me. You think you’re going to take over your dad’s business at fifteen? Kid, take my advice and stay out of it. Go to school or something. Your father’s not around to take care of

you any more. If you stay in, the sharks will eat you alive.” Michael’s tilted blue eyes gleamed. “They can try.” Tav began to laugh again — and stopped. Michael was standing there looking at him. He was still not as tall, and his face didn’t yet have the same sureness, but all of a sudden Tav had the disturbing thought that Michael looked very much like a younger version of Vargas. And Vargas hadn’t been much older than Michael when he had started … Tav shook his head quickly to cover his feelings. “You wouldn’t have a chance. You haven’t been in this game long enough.” “No,” Michael said. “But you have. Between the two of us, we could hold Vargas’s organisation together. The others will sniff around for weakness, but if they don’t find any they’ll let it go.” He narrowed his eyes. “And if they don’t, they’ll learn better.” Tav looked at the heir to the Havelock family, considering. You say the two of us, he thought, but it isn’t a partnership you’re thinking of. You want it all for yourself, don’t you? You really are your father’s son, after all. But that was all right, Tav decided. Nothing new there. And with Michael’s co-operation, perhaps he really would be able to hold together all of Vargas’s organisation, instead of just a small piece of it. And once things were running smoothly, and Tav

had found a way to get around the legal issues… well, _ Michael wouldn’t be needed any more. Tav nodded. “Fine. Let’s go.” Tav and Michael walked out and vanished into the darkness.


EPILOGUE

It was two months later. Summer had come to Rokkaku, and all the plants were flowering. The tall foxgloves and the loosestrife had come out to join the willowherb, giving a purple tinge to both sides of the valley. The trees and grass were a rich green, and the hawthorn flowers dotted the higher slopes with white-cream stars. All up and down the valley, the plants and leaves were so bright that the drably coloured buildings of Rokkaku seemed to fade into the background. No one taking a stroll along one of the paths would have guessed that a battle had taken place. Wind and weather had faded the bullet-holes in the trees and the buildings until they were impossible to see unless you were looking for them. The bullets themselves had been dug out and thrown away (or kept as souvenirs) and life had gone on at Rokkaku, much the same as before. It was the early days of July, and the school year was winding to a close. Tomorrow the term would end and

most of the students would go home, to England or to Japan. Only a few would stay behind, to man the patrol routes alone until the school came to life again in September. But for now everyone was still here, teachers and students alike, and they were gathered together in the canteen, which had been briefly promoted to a theatre. The students of Rokkaku were sitting in a loosely arranged semicircle, with the teachers gathered at one end. The mood was relaxed and cheerful. At the focus of the semicircle, a makeshift stage had been constructed, complete with scenery and curtains. Act Five had just begun, and two boys were walking out onto centre stage. “Is’t possible, that on so little acquaintance you should like her?” Shiro began. He spoke in a ringing voice that carried clearly to the back of the canteen. Mr Oakley had relentlessly beaten into his actors’ heads the message that they had to speak loudly, and Shiro had taken it in. “That but seeing, you should love her? And loving woo? And wooing, she should grant? And will you persevere to enjoy her?” “Neither call the giddiness of it in question, the poverty of her, the small acquaintance, my sudden wooing, nor her sudden consenting,” Ichiro replied. He had proven to be a natural actor, and looked completely comfortable in the role of Oliver. “But say with me, I love Aliena; say with her that she loves me;

consent with both, that we may enjoy each other. It shall be to your good…” | “They look like brothers on the stage, too, don’t they?” Jessica murmured to Mr Oakley. She had to keep her voice down to avoid being overheard. A few of the students were talking quietly amongst them- selves, but not many. The production was a good one, and the audience seemed to be enjoying it. “They do,” Mr Oakley murmured back. “You know, by the last few rehearsals, they were practically _ directing the play themselves. I hardly had to speak. The rest of the boys really do look up to them.” “Not just the boys,” Jessica replied. Allandra had just walked out on stage. Her character, Rosalind, was still wearing the disguise of a young man, which Orlando had not seen through. “By the way, with everything else that was happening in the spring, I was a little distracted, but when exactly did Allandra and Shiro …?” “At about the time you and Ze’ev briefed them on the plan for the first meeting with Michael,” Mr Oakley said. “To tell you the truth, I was much more surprised that Ichiro’s relationship with Jennifer has lasted so long. Those two have been at each other’s throats ever since I’ve known them. But it’s amazing how the class has steadied down since it’s happened. I suppose Jennifer doesn’t have so strong a motive to cause trouble any more.”

Jessica laughed. “At least your girls seem to have good taste.” They sat and watched the play in silence for a little while, as the disguised Rosalind promised to Orlando to produce Rosalind for him by the next day. “Have you heard anything more about Jennifer’s parents?” Jessica asked as the two characters left the stage and the next scene began. Mr Oakley shook his head. “They travelled to Venezuela and vanished. I think it will be a very long time until Jennifer sees her parents again, if she ever sees them at all.” He sighed. “Ah, well. One more elective orphan for Rokkaku to take care of. Yarnya will look out for her, at least, and Jennifer will always be welcome with Christopher’s family.” “Have you told Jennifer that you know about what happened?” “No. I think she’d feel very humiliated. Jennifer’s quite a private person, no matter how she looks on the surface. It was very difficult for her to let even her closest friends in on her secret. But she was able to


	work things out with their help, and I think it’s better for her that way. She’ll tell Yarnya when she’s ready.” All the characters but Rosalind were now on stage, waiting for her arrival. The lights dimmed, soft music began, and Ailandra entered stage left. The murmured conversations all stopped at the same instant as everyone turned to look.



Allandra was wearing the blue dress Jessica had > given her. Her hair was combed back and she kept her eyes modestly down as she walked slowly forward in time with the music. As she reached centre stage, she stopped and looked up at the boy playing the role of the Duke, her father. “To you I give myself, for I am yours.” Then she turned to Shiro. “To you I give myself, for Iam yours.” “Tf there be truth in sight,” Shiro said, “you are my Rosalind.” There was no need for either Mr Oakley or Jessica to say that Allandra looked beautiful; they were both thinking the same thing. The lovers were wed; there was a final song; then Allandra was alone on stage, speak- ing the epilogue. And then the lights came up and the cast were coming all together onto the stage, sheepish or smiling, while the audience applauded — and then it was over. All the students of Rokkaku went streaming outside into the daylight, talking and laughing. Mr Oakley and Jessica strolled out behind them. As they did, Mr Oakley caught sight of a familiar face. He waved and Ze’ev walked over to them. “Hello, Ze’ev,” Mr Oakley said. “Are you leaving tomorrow with the students?” Ze’ev shook his head. “No. Nishiyama and I are going to stay. We’re going to work out a more secure defence system for Rokkaku. That attack by Vargas came much too close.”

“T don’t think Rokkaku was really designed to hold off an infantry assault in the first place,” Mr Oakley said mildly. “It will be next time.” “Do you think there’ll be a next time?” “No,” Ze’ev said. “If something’s happened once, it can happen again, and I want to be sure we’re prepared if it does. But if you asked me what the chances were of the survivors of Vargas’s organisation coming back to have another go, I’d say they were about zero. Gangsters pick on soft helpless targets, not tough ones that shoot back. That was the reason we managed to survive, you know. If all of them had been as motivated as Vargas, -we would have been dead. But he was the will behind them, and he’s gone.” “That reminds me of what I meant to tell you,” Jessica added. “I’ve been doing some checking. The reward that was out for Allandra and Ignis has been cancelled, and the hunters that Vargas used to hire have moved on. That house in Rhosmaen’s been put up for sale, too.” She looked from Ze’ev to Mr Oakley. “I know we can’t let our guard down completely. That lieutenant of Vargas’s, Tav, got away. But I can’t see why he’d want to catch Ignis or Allandra. I would have thought he’d be more inter- ested in getting Vargas’s organisation for himself. I’ll keep looking, but I’m starting to really believe that it might all be over.”

“Might be,” Ze’ev said. “There won’t be anyone else trying to make Ignis and Allandra into Vargas’s heirs, that’s for sure.” Ze’ev paused. “He was a strange man. Did you know that at the end, he asked me to take care of them?” The three of them stood in silence for a moment. “I wonder what happened to Michael?” Jessica said eventually. “Nothing good, I would have thought,” Mr Oakley said. Ze’ev snorted. “He planned to have his father’s men kill everyone in Rokkaku, and when that didn’t work he tried to cut Allandra’s throat as a consolation prize. I don’t think he’s going to get much sympathy from anyone in this valley.” Jessica sighed unhappily. “I know. I just can’t help wondering if I could have made things turn out differently.” “I would have thought that things have turned out remarkably well,” Mr Oakley said. “Certainly better than the worst-case scenarios that I’ve imagined over these past years.” “We’re alive, the kids are alive, and we don’t have anyone trying to kill us any more,” Ze’ev said. “You managed to save two of your sister’s children, and that’s more than anyone else could have done. Stop trying to atone for your mistakes. You’ve paid off your debt in full. You’re Ignis and Allandra’s only family,

now, and that’s what they’re going to need you for — not to live in the past and feel guilty.” Jessica gave a half-smile. “I suppose you’re right.” “Come on,” Mr Oakley said. “I think we should present our compliments to the performers.” The three of them walked around the back of the canteen to where the third-year (soon to be fourth- year) class were standing talking about how things had gone. All of them looked still to be in the adrenaline rush from the performance. Later they would probably collapse and fall asleep, but right now they were on top of the world. Allandra, Ignis, Jennifer, Christopher, Shiro, Ichiro and Hiroshi were standing together, all talking at once. Allandra spotted the three adults first and waved, and the others turned to look. “Very well done, all of you,” Mr Oakley said with a smile. “That was one of the best productions I’ve seen at this school in years.” “You put that dress to good use, didn’t you?” Jessica said to Allandra with a grin. Allandra smiled and blushed. Since the battle at Rokkaku she had become a quieter girl than she had once been, and across her left side, hidden by her dress, she still carried a white scar from Michael’s knife. But she seemed more peaceful as well, as though she had finally decided where she belonged. “Thank you.^99

“You know, that was fun,” Ignis said to Shiro. Unlike Allandra, his battle seemed to have left no lasting wounds, and he looked as cheerful as he had ever been. “I’m even glad you nagged me so much about learning my lines.” “Nowhere near as glad as everyone else is,” Shiro said. But he seemed in a good mood, too. He turned to Mr Oakley. “Thank you for directing us. We all enjoyed ourselves, too.” “You deserve the credit for most of the directing, I think,” Mr Oakley said. “I only watched.” He looked around at the small group, all smiling back at him. “So what will you all be doing over the summer?” “Hiroshi and I will be returning to Japan, sensei,” Ichiro said. “The three of us will take a train to London tomorrow morning, then we will go on to Heathrow. Our flight leaves in the evening.” Mr Oakley nodded. “And who is the third person going with you?” “Uh, actually, that would be me,” a different voice said. Mr Oakley looked to Ichiro’s side to see Jennifer,

looking nervous but pleased. “I’m going to be spending the summer in Japan. At least, that’s the idea. Ichiro’s said that his family can find me a place to stay.” “She will be staying with us,” Ichiro said. “My mother has already agreed that she can use Shiro’s old room.” | “T see,” Mr Oakley said. He looked from Ichiro to

Jennifer. Both looked happy. “And what about the rest of you?” “I’ll be going home to London,” Christopher said. “And I think Ignis is coming with me, too.” Ignis scratched his head, looking embarrassed. “Yeah, well,” he said, “Solada said it would be OK if I could visit them for a little while, and she said they’d like to see me, so…” “And then we’re going to travel around the country,” Allandra said. “We can finally go outside Rokkaku without looking over our shoulders all the time. I’ve been looking forward to this for ages.” Ignis grinned. “So she says. I don’t want to go travelling, but I do want to go back to Waybury School. I’m going to see how Arthur and the guys have been doing. I told them I was going to come back, and now I will.” “And you, Shiro?” Mr Oakley asked. “Are you going back to Japan as well?” Shiro shook his head with a smile. “Not this time. I’m going to be staying here with Allandra.” “Oh, that reminds me,” Allandra said, “Jessica, is it OK if some of us stay with you? You see, Shiro and I wanted to do things together, but we wanted to be able to see Ig and Chris as well. So I was wondering if we could all stay at Beechwood House for a little while. Some of Christopher’s family would want to come as well. Would that be all right?”

“Of course,” Jessica said with a smile. “So how many would there be?” Allandra and Ignis both began to talk at once, and Jessica walked away to one side, listening. Christopher and Shiro went with her. Ichiro turned back to Mr Oakley and Ze’ev and bowed. “We had better eo packing, sensei. Thank you for your tuition this year.” “And thank you for protecting us from Vargas’s men,” Hiroshi added. Mr Oakley bowed in return. “You’re welcome. I look forward to seeing you again in the autumn.” Ichiro, Hiroshi and Jennifer walked away, already starting to talk again about the play. All around them, the chatter was fading as the students dispersed back to their rooms or out into the forest. Mr Oakley yawned and stretched. “Well, they certainly have been an interesting class to teach, haven’t they?” “They’re good kids,” Ze’ev said. “I’m glad things worked out for them.” “Yes. Allandra and Ignis can begin to find their own place in the world, out of their father’s shadow. Their friends have weathered the storm and can enjoy the sunshine for a while.” Mr Oakley smiled. “And as for us … well, I suppose we’ll just go on teaching our students as we always have.” Ze’ev nodded. The two of them stood a little while longer, listening to the sounds of the summer afternoon. An eastern breeze was blowing off the lake,

carrying with it the scent of water. From above, the sun shone down with gentle strength. “So,” Mr Oakley said as they turned at last to go, “what do you think our next year’s class will be like?” “Good grief. They can’t be as much trouble as this lot, can they?” “Well, Ze’ev, life is full of surprises.. .” The two men’s voices faded as they walked down into the valley. Far above them, a buzzard circled and banked away, flying towards its nest for the coming evening.

POSTSCRIPT

Ninjutsu’s practice was confined to Japan until the early 1970s, when Masaaki Hatsumi, the grandmaster of the schools of ninjutsu, founded the Bujinkan, a worldwide organisation for teaching ninpo. At the time of writing, Dr Hatsumi is still teaching at his home dojo in Honbu, Japan. Ninjutsu dojos can now be found in nearly every country in the Western world, including most cities of the United Kingdom. Please do not ask any of the instructors there about Rokkaku, as most have no idea it exists, and those few who do know are required to deny all knowledge of the subject.

A list of registered dojos can be found online.
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Allandra and Ignis have been living in Rokkaku, a secret training school for ninjas for two years. Now they’ve been assigned a secret mission in London - which will take them back into the path of their drug-baron father.

A surprise visit from their brother, Michael, convinces Allandra he’s changed, but Ignis isn’t so sure. So when Michael arrives at Rokkaku, seeking a family reunion, Ignis is suspicious. Could Michael still be working for their father?

Allandra doesn’t know what to think - but by welcoming Michael to Rokkaku, will she be bringing danger right to the heart of the ninja school?
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