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Chapter 1


The first day of school had a
special hum, one of optimism and hope, one of renewed energy and new uniforms.
Everything was set for the upcoming academic year; pencils were sharpened,
pencil cases full. Parts of the school had received a lick of paint over the
summer, and the new sports hall had been completed.


The Year Eight form classroom was almost deserted, and if you had
poked your head around the corner, you would have probably believed it so – but
silently waiting for her classmates to arrive was Kimiko. Kimi, as her friends
called her, was from the northern sprawl of Tokyo. She was often quiet, but
never missed a thing. Her eyes darted around, and her phone was never far from
her hand. Nothing got past Kimi, and she never forgot. Revenge for the
slightest indiscretion would be slow and calculating. In Year One, she had waited
a whole term to get back at little Pedro, who had taken one of her pens without
asking. At the end of the term, she had taken all of his things without asking
and thrown them in the back of a rubbish lorry that was collecting its load.
Poor little Pedro had come out of the shower after his swimming lesson and
everything was gone. He’d left the school a few weeks later, never to return.


But none of this was really Kimi’s fault. She had been born into an
unfortunate family. Her father had rolled the dice and lost. He’d thought he
was playing a perfect game, but he hadn’t fully understood that he was playing
against a grandmaster. Kimiko was so young that she had been allowed to survive;
her parents didn’t. She was the only one left of her line, and she had sworn to
one day avenge her family.


But for now, Kimi waited for her friends. She opened her phone
and clicked on the maps function. They were on their way, and she saw them all
converging on her. She smiled; they were coming and she would feel whole again.


First through the door was Jessica. This wasn’t her real name,
but no one could pronounce that, so it was easier to call her Jess. She was
Chinese, from an old family, but had lost her father at an early age. She unofficially
ran this form class that was one of only two in the Year Eight age group. She
also unofficially ran the elite secret team of around ten students that began
with this Year Eight cohort. They would continue as a team for the next five
years until they graduated and left the school. Then, another Year Eight elite
would replace them. Jess was humming to herself and punching info into her iPad,
which she held in front of her, absorbed in what she was doing. Kimi shuffled
in her chair and Jess whipped her head up, as if looking for danger. Seeing
Kimi sitting there, she broke into a big smile and ran the last few steps to
hug her friend. They embraced for a few seconds and then stepped back and did
the secret handshake they’d been practicing last year.


They settled down and caught up with each other’s news. Jess had
been with her extended family all summer in Beijing and had lots to tell Kimi,
who had spent most of the summer in the school and was happy to let her friend’s
stories wash over her.


Next in was the adopted American, Paul. Back in his native
Sweden, his father was a former racing driver who’d been on the radar of
Formula One, before a fatal crash left Paul an orphan at the age of three. Both
parents were in the car at the time. His father was said to have been
blameless, as the other car had come around a blind corner on the wrong side of
the road and there was nowhere for his father to go. Despite the tragedy –
perhaps because he’d been so young and didn’t recall much about his parents –
Paul was too energetic and full of himself. He never stopped talking, and was always
up to mischief. He was clever, but not clever enough for the girls who smiled
at him indulgently. He’d been told about his real father, and dreamed of being
a Formula One champion – but for now he was restricted to go-karts. Kimi didn’t
know why he was in the class, but Jess greeted him warmly and asked
about his holidays – which he was only too glad to enlighten her on. And
the next few minutes were taken up with tales of his exploits on the motor-racing
circuit during the break.


Kimi just sank back in her chair and watched for a few seconds,
then went back to her phone. She never felt comfortable with boys like Paul; he
was too much. He often caused problems on the trips, and nearly got them all in
trouble a few times. Some of the teachers tried to be strict, and would give
class detentions. Kimi never deserved a detention, but had sat in many, due to
Paul.


Ayaz sauntered in next, back from a stay with his parents – who
were separated – in Turkey. He was reserved and kind, and loved football, like
most of the other boys, but his real talent was as a marksman. Jess said hello,
and Ayaz saw that Kimi was sitting quietly. He went and sat next to her – leaving
Jess to continue listening to Paul – and asked her about her holiday, taking a
real interest. This was why everyone loved Ayaz.


The “Other Twins” walked in, or, more aptly, glided in. They were
like swans, moving through life serenely. One was a tall Italian from Turin called
Cleopatra, Cleo for short; the other was Sun, from Jeju Island in South Korea, almost
as tall and just as poised. They both nodded at Jess without speaking, and sat
down, phones out, ignoring the world.


More arrivals followed, including the “Toxic Twins” Draga and
Adriana. Each spent a little time with Jess, or said hello, and then found their
place in the room.


At exactly 8:30, a whirlwind entered the room. Ms. Augusta was
the biology teacher but also had the role of form tutor for this Year Eight
class. She was only just taller than her charges and had her dreadlocked, dyed-blonde
hair wrapped in a spiral on top of her head. She gazed around the room and
everyone went quiet.


“Good morning, everyone,” she said. “I hope you all enjoyed your
holiday, and welcome back. Jess, do the register, please.”


Jess stood up, bowed slightly, and went behind Ms. Augusta’s desk
and started calling the names on the roll. Halfway through, some stragglers
turned up and faced a withering frown from their tutor.


Ms. Augusta was from Haiti originally, and had a fondness for
deadly flora. Behind her desk, where Jess was sitting, was a big glass cabinet
full of poisonous plants. One seemed to be leaning nearer to Jess as she worked
her way through the register. A stern look from Ms. Augusta put it back in its
place.


Last in was an Italian boy called Carlito. He was one of the few
students who did not live in the school full-time during term, instead staying weekends
with his aunt who had a house within commuting distance. He had grown his hair
long, and it was starting to look like a lush mane in a shampoo commercial. He
was often late on Mondays, but generally it wasn’t his fault, as the
transportation wasn’t the greatest in this part of southern Poland near the
town of Zakopane. Just like Ayaz, everyone loved Carlito. He was among the
brightest in the class, and always raced through his work. Some of the teachers
gave him free time, but others, like Ms. Augusta, always had something prepared
for him. He chucked his bag down and sat with Ayaz; they were as thick as
thieves.


Ms. Augusta was “different”; she had been specially recruited by the
headmaster, Colonel Herringway, and was very niche in her field. Although she
was a biology graduate from the renowned Universidade de São Paulo, her real
education had been at home, through knowledge passed down from family generation
to generation. Her expertise was among the most specialised in the world – poison.
In times gone by, rulers and the powerful had kept her family close, and they
had been very wealthy, but those times had passed, like all times must, and now
she was part of the secret team at King’s School. Or was it Queen’s School? Sometimes
they used a different name when they went on certain “school trips.”


The school’s policy was to attract the best students in the world,
and to offer a level of education that was hard to match anywhere else on the planet.
King’s had the very best facilities, with some that others couldn’t match,
including a lodge in the Tatra Mountains high above. This was reached via a
lift inside the mountain. The corridor to this was in the school’s library,
behind a secret door. Once up in the mountains, the students could practice
their survival skills and outdoor activities like climbing, and even base
jumping. In former times, they would be left up there to fend for themselves,
but after the ’71 incident, teachers were now present at all times.


When the school was established, it had somehow become home to a
number of orphans from very rich families. It was an elite boarding school –
like any other – from the beginning, but the orphans had brought additional
wealth with them, and through the years it had developed into something else while
still holding dear to its roots. It still attracted many orphans or children
from single-parent or broken families, and nearly all of the Year Eight special
team members were in this category – parentless, adopted, or from some kind of
dysfunctional but moneyed background. Family wealth was still the key, and the
school was able to constantly grow, and now resembled something like a castle
with numerous outbuildings, than a school campus. The oldest buildings on
the site had once been part of a monastery.


But some things are the same in every school, and the Year Eight registration
form class was followed by double maths. The school advocated core lessons in
the morning, with regular afternoons left free for not-strictly-academic
activities that were good for overall development.


The Year Eights made their way to the maths classroom, where the
always-in-good-spirits Mr. Stevens was waiting for them. He bantered with the
boys about the most recent football matches, knowing there was a range of
nationalities in the class, which meant a good mix of teams supported. A
grandfather of one of the girls had played for Udinese in Italy, but she didn’t
really care about football.


The maths lesson flew by. There was a quick break, followed by English
and then science, until lunchtime rolled round. All food was prepared on site by
a team of expert caterers who tried to look after every student and staff
member as an individual. This generally meant that ninety-five percent of the
school ate the same meal, while the other five percent ate individually-cooked
breakfasts, lunches, and dinners, ranging from vegetarian to vegan, to only
yellow food.


With the formal lessons over, and full stomachs, the afternoon’s less
formal activities began. Cleo and Sun went off with Ms. Augusta to learn about
the cultivation and handling of dangerous plants. Ayaz went down to the
shooting range, and Jess and Kimi went with Colonel Herringway for “management
training.” They looked at organising events and running teams. The rest of the
students went off to their allocated clubs, which included dancing, cooking,
survival skills and learning to live off the land, and skiing – during the winter
season.


Carlito sauntered slowly to his assigned extracurricular lesson.
He wasn’t keen; his jacket was low on his shoulder and he dragged his bag on
the floor. The subject was global trade, and he found it dull; three hours a
day of looking at spreadsheets and tracking where money was going, and the
interests of the rich and famous … but not that interesting for a thirteen-year-old
boy who loved football. But it was important for his role in the Year Eight special
team, and it was his duty to attend. He got lucky; the watch on his wrist – the
same as all the students wore – suddenly started flashing red. There was no
alarm, so it wasn’t a fire; this was a lockdown.


The school went silent. The primary students would be entering
their specially designed capsules, which worked like the conveyor belts taking
bags away to their planes in airports. They would stay put until notified, and
then the capsule would speed off to an allotted location, either the
underground bunker, the sports hall at the far end of the compound, or, in a
real emergency, the lodge. In each capsule was an iPad and headphones, and the students
could continue their lesson, or, if they were lucky, just sit watching cartoons. When
the all-clear was called, the doors would click open and sleepy kids would fall
out.


Carlito was out in the open, but knew the drill. He pulled back
some branches and stepped behind a bush, showed his eye to a sensor, and a door
opened. He stepped inside a bunker and sat down; the door closed and he was
safe. A few seconds later, it opened again and Ayaz slipped in.


Ayaz put his arm around Carlito’s neck. “How are you my friend?”


“Loving life. Free of global trade for the moment.”


“Ah, you must be hating that,” Ayaz said playfully, and started laughing.
“Don’t let Jess know. She’ll have you make up the missed time.”


The alarm – a false one – didn’t last long enough for Carlito,
and he was soon on the way back to his lesson. Then there was a big bang, and startled
birds took flight and circled up above. This didn’t bother Carlito; he knew
where the sound was coming from and why. It was the Toxic Twins. They were both
A-grade chemistry students, and loved blowing things up, and it was their afternoon
club. The school called it “robotics,” but all of the students called it bomb-making,
and its teacher – from Northern Ireland – only came with one arm and a grand
total of half a thumb and three fingers. He walked with a limp and was very
proud that all his students were still bodily complete.


Carlito then heard whoops and cheers from the twins. His guess
was they had lifted the old Mercedes they’d been given to practice on, off its
blocks again, using fewer resources than last time. Maximum force with minimum
effort was their aim.


Carlito made it to class. The main thing that bored him was that
he knew more than his teacher, and his teacher was still keeping up the
pretence. Carlito was waiting for his trust fund to be released, and then he would
never work a day in his life. Retire by twenty one and a half was his plan. The
fund matured on his twenty-first birthday. After that, he had it all planned
out. He’d buy a stake in a football club and live his dreams, including being the
first player-owner in football history.


His teacher coughed and Carlito was back in the room and roused from
his daydream. The markets were in turmoil and the good profit they’d been
making with the school’s funds was in jeopardy. The question was whether they
were day traders or in it for the long haul. If they were in it for the long
haul, then unless the market had a catastrophic problem, they would always be up
in the long term, and the day-to-day didn’t matter. The problem was working out
which of their positions was down because of the markets, or whether a position
was overpriced in the first place and was now corrected so that it wouldn’t go
back up.


The end decision was that if they looked at the long-term picture,
then rash decisions could be avoided, and faith in their long-term plans and building
blocks would ensure that short-term movement could easily be ignored. This had all
been predictable when they’d made the investments, so it was all in the plan.


With this decided, the lesson was concluded with an hour to spare,
and the Year Nines had football training, and Carlito had his boots. He’d been
putting them on for the last couple of minutes, and he ran out of the room with
one set of laces undone.


“Thanks, Sir, great lesson today. See you tomorrow,” he shouted
over his shoulder, even though he knew the teacher should really have been
paying him. Carlito was sure the teacher was following his moves with his
private account, and that if he’d started with a thousand euros he should have over
fifty thousand now – so keeping Carlito happy was in everyone’s best interests.


He ran between the buildings and onto the grass, stopping at the
edge of the pitch to lace up his other boot. He was quickly noticed, and the
shouts started.


“Carlito … bibs, mate,” was the first thing he heard, followed by,
“Yes, Carlito, bibs.” Then other voices joined in.


“You can’t have Carlito. You’ve got one more player than us.”


“You’re winning. If you get Carlito, you’ll murder us.”


Mr. Wilson, the head of the physical education department, walked
over to Carlito. “You all right, lad,” he said, and ruffled his long black
hair. Carlito tied it back. “Right, Peter, put a bib on, son.”


“Okay, Sir.” But everyone knew Peter wasn’t happy. He was the Year
Nine team captain, and everyone thought he was good enough to become a pro, but
he wasn’t Carlito. Nobody was Carlito, and after ten minutes the younger boy
had pulled his team level. He was everywhere, always in the right place.


Then Mr. Wilson called, “Next goal wins.”


There was likely to be only one outcome, a Carlito winner. But it
wasn’t to be; not exactly. But when the goal did come, it was all Carlito
except the finish. He dummied the keeper, pulled it back to leave him on his
bum, and slipped it sideways for his teammate to inflict the coup de grâce.
Their opponents sank to their knees; they’d come so close to ending Carlito’s winning
streak from the end of last year, and asked Mr. Wilson why he had to play last
goal wins. A draw would have been fine.


The sun was setting over the campus as the boys made their way to
the changing rooms. The groundsmen started rolling the pitch, and the boys
laughed and gently ribbed each other.


A perfect end to the first day back.


Chapter 2


It was a couple of weeks into the new term. Jess bounced
down to the headmaster’s office in the administration building, which stood
apart from the numerous others on the campus. This had been her Monday routine
for a year or two, ever since her class had hit secondary school. After passing
through the big reception area, she knocked at the inner door and waited in her
perfect uniform, her bag over her shoulder and hands held together in front of
her, but with a smile creeping across her face. She knew that everyone thought Colonel
Herringway was stern and uncompromising, stuck in his ways, not keen on the
idea of iPads and phones in school. Most couldn’t understand it, but Jess
understood completely. She could see through all his bluster and occasional shouting,
to a kind man underneath who worried about all of them and just wanted to do
his best for them.


“Enter,” he bellowed, and Jess poked her head around the door.


The room was large, hexagonal-shaped, with three sides having
windows, giving him a great view of the school and the grounds. On one side was
the door through which Jess entered, while the other two sides had bookcases full
of his volumes and memorabilia.


“Good afternoon, Sir,” she said in a voice that wouldn’t melt
butter.


He stretched out his hand, indicating a chair in front of his
desk for her to sit in.


“So, Jess,” he opened with. “How are the new teachers doing?”


She was one of his best sources to find out how the school was
actually running.


Some school heads didn’t trust the kids’ opinions, but kids like
Jess sat in many classes and had the best knowledge of the teachers. She was
always fair and insightful, and had been nurtured early in this cohort of Year
Eights to recruit and lead those she trusted to carry out certain
extracurricular activities that the school was charged with.


She wasn’t sure about the new chemistry teacher, but knew that
the school had been struggling to get the right one, so didn’t want to rock the
boat just yet. Instead she mentioned the new French teacher, who had been poached
from a big private school in Edinburgh. “Ms. Moreau is so well organised, Sir.
She has files about all her classes on the window sill, and her desk is always
clear, unlike Mr. Stevens’.”


They both laughed at the thought of Mr. Stevens’ desk. Anything
could be hidden or lost in the mass of papers and assorted junk, but all the
kids loved him and he was part of the furniture.


The colonel was pleased to hear about the French teacher doing well,
and probed a little more. “How about the new maths teacher? Mr Clermont?”


“I think he’s all right, Sir. I haven’t heard anything, but he
doesn’t teach our class.”


“Ah yes.” He nodded. “He’s doing both Seven sets and the Nines.” He
began asking about chemistry, but there was another knock on the door. “Enter,”
he bellowed again, and he smiled when Kimi walked in.


It was the first time she had been invited to one of these Monday
meetings, and didn’t know what to do, so she went to sit in one corner of the
room next to a bookcase.


Colonel Herringway and Jess both looked at her, knowing smiles on
their faces. This wasn’t a normal meeting. Plans were afoot, and they would now
go somewhere secure to talk more.


The colonel stood and went to the bookcase nearest to Kimi, and
pulled a book out. Once the book was removed, a metal ring was visible whose
diameter was just a little bigger than a finger. The colonel looped his index
finger through the ring and gave it a gentle tug. There was a click and the
left side of the bookcase opened to a hidden alcove.


He indicated for the girls to go first. Jess went through, but
Kimi hesitated for a second or two, and when she did enter, Jess wasn’t to be
seen. Kimi was confronted by a descending ladder and a fireman’s pole. Obviously,
Jess had used the pole, but Kimi, not knowing what was below, gingerly took the
ladder. When she was safely at the bottom, Jess called up to let the colonel know
all was clear, and he followed them down via the ladder.


Jess opened a door with a keypad code and led Kimi into a
different office. This one was bigger, but with no windows, as they were now
underground. There were half a dozen desks with numerous computer screens. One of
the desks was a huge oak affair, and was clearly where the headmaster would sit;
the others were smaller but still bigger and more important looking than the
ones in the regular classrooms.


Jess went straight to the furthest one and plonked her bag on top
and walked round it and sat down. She nodded at one of the other desks for Kimi
to do the same.


Once Kimi and the colonel were settled, he began. “Thank you,
girls, for joining me, and welcome, Kimi, to Base Camp. This is, for all purposes,
our Batcave. As I’m sure you’ve already realised, nothing said in here can ever
be repeated upstairs to anyone, including us. Nothing ever leaves this room. Security
is everything.”


Kimi nodded, in awe.


“First, do you have any questions?”


She raised her hand.


“Kimi, you don’t have to raise your hand in here. What would you
like to know?”


She cleared her throat. “Where’s the toilet, Sir?”


Colonel Herringway looked at Jess. “Jess, can you show her?”


Jess stood and led the way, showing Kimi into another room to the
side of the main desk, and closed the door behind her. The colonel turned on
the computers from a main switch, and all the monitors came to life, with screen-mounted
cameras sweeping the room, looking for anything that shouldn’t be there. When
Kimi stepped back in, an alarm went off and the colonel quickly identified her
to the system.


The colonel then concentrated on his own computer for a while,
and the girls waited patiently. After a minute or so, a photo of a man appeared
on all the screens.


“Joseph Rubin,” he stated. “Born in Israel in 1968. Deputy
defence minister. If we choose to accept, this is our next target.”


He read out some basic information on Rubin, then said, “Kimi,
you are to find reasons to do this and not to do this. I want to know
everything.” He turned to Jess. “And Jess, from you I want a workable plan.”


The girls weren’t surprised by this at all. It was what they had
been selected and recruited for; the previous two years of extracurricular
lessons, the afternoon clubs, the outdoor activities, the secrecy, and the
seemingly innocent questions about ethics and morality asked and answered in
classes…. All had been designed to lead to this moment. And there was little
that the teachers didn’t believe these students could do.


Colonel Herringway then stood and said that he’d be up in his
office if they needed him. “Okay, girls, let’s get to work.”


Kimi needed no more encouragement. She reached for the computer
mouse and began going through all she could find online about Rubin. On the
surface, everything pointed to him being honourable and a good public servant,
but the more she dug, the murkier it became.


***


After a couple of hours, they pushed their chairs back and Jess
pressed a buzzer to alert the colonel that they’d be coming back up the ladder
to his office. The colonel rose and made sure that no one in the reception area
saw the girls coming out of the bookcase, and then they all headed to the dining
hall for afternoon snacks.


In the dining hall, some of the boys were in high spirits,
talking about a football match they had just finished. Mr. Wilson was still
sweating, his close-shaved head glistening as he forked a pastry into his mouth.


The girls sat down, trays in front of them. Jess didn’t eat at
first, but just stared vacantly at the boys, deep in thought. After a few
minutes, she broke from her reverie. “I have it,” she exclaimed to Kimi, and picked
up her sandwich. She bit into it hungrily, without adding anything else. And
Kimi knew to wait for whatever it was that Jess had on her mind.


When they finished eating, they had to wait for the colonel, who
was talking at length to Mr. Stevens and Mr. Wilson. When he eventually looked over
and saw the girls waiting, he stood, cleared his tray, and said something to
the kitchen staff that made them smile. He walked the long way round to the
girls, past the boys, sharing a few words with some of them about their game.
When he got to the girls, he simply nodded as he walked by, and they knew to
follow.


Back in the colonel’s office, Kimi took the fireman’s pole to
Base Camp. As soon as she’d done it, she wanted to do it again, but there was
work to do, and it was life or death. Jess slid into her seat and quietly set her
thoughts into motion. Kimi likewise focused silently on her computer screen.
The colonel knew that something very suspect was going on, but he would wait
for Kimi to confirm what he’d already been told about Joseph Rubin. This research
would be perfect preparation for their first mission.


The girls laboured on diligently with their silent study and
note-taking, and as the end of the day drew near, the colonel came back down
the ladder and sat at the main desk.


“All right, girls,” he said. “Let’s have a progress report before
dinner. Kimi, you go first.”


She stopped and looked up. “I’ve got quite a lot, Sir.” She
shared her screen with Jess and the colonel, then took a laser pointer off the
colonel’s desk and started to go through what she’d found – shell corporations,
secret bank accounts, and flights to “undesirable” blacklisted countries that
were subject to international sanctions. It all painted a bleak picture, and
there was one currency transfer in particular to prove beyond doubt that –
behind the public façade – Rubin was a bad actor up to no good.


“Currently, a million people are killed every month as a result
of wars throughout the world,” Kimi said. “This man is an essential cog in the
illegal arms trade. If we take him out, for a few months, maybe even a year,
there’ll be a short supply of weapons and ammunition for certain groups and
armies. This could save millions of lives … so we can’t not do it.”


As far as she was concerned, he was guilty, and the mission was a
go. She could only give weak reasons not to go ahead.


Jess then went through the security issues and the practicality
of carrying out the job. He might be difficult to get to, especially on home
turf in Tel Aviv, but she’d seen a couple of weaknesses. His security detail
wasn’t always as heavy as for more senior government figures, and she showed
them information on his public profile. It looked like he was as big a football
nut as Carlito. She’d found numerous photos and clips of him playing in charity
matches with different sets of underprivileged kids.


“This is our way in,” she proclaimed.


“I’m going to need a little more,” the colonel said.


“Well, I think we can get him playing, and away from his security.
Once he’s clear, we’ll need a plan, but I’m going to talk to Adriana and Draga
and see what they say.”


“Not Ayaz?”


Jess thought for a moment. “I think this is one for the twins, Sir.
I’ll see what Ayaz says after … let them chip in ideas. Can I bring them here?”


The colonel considered this. Base Camp was a big secret, but it
was probably time for some of the new Year Eight team to find out about it. “Yes,
why not. Just make sure nobody sees you. Okay, what do you need?”


Jess smiled. “I thought you’d never ask, Sir. First, uniforms and
a website. I want a fictitious school. We’ll need multiple escape routes, and a
small core team. I’ll also talk to Carlito about a football game, and Ms.
Augusta about arranging a school trip to Israel as soon as possible. She’s
going to hit the roof.”


The colonel rolled his eyes at this statement. He knew exactly
what Jess meant. Ms. Augusta would not be happy, but in a couple of days he’d
have a full itinerary on his desk to sign off on, and it would be well thought
through. He’d approve it, and everything would be set in motion on time.


Jess continued, “Can we contact the Chinese couriers to get our
stuff there?”


“I’m sure that can be arranged.”


“Normal teachers, Sir?”


“Yes, normal teachers…. Anything else?”


Jess and Kimi both shook their heads, and the colonel stood.


“Very good. I have another meeting,” he said. “Jess, it’s
probably best you show Kimi around. She should know what else is down here.”


“Yes, Sir.”


With that, he went to the ladder and started climbing. The girls
stayed quiet until they heard the entrance above open and shut, and they were
alone. They looked at each other and broke into smiles and started giggling.


Jess rose from her desk and, with Kimi excitedly watching, she
pulled back a sliding panel and started flicking light switches. As she did,
rows of fluorescent overhead lamps flickered on, and Kimi saw shelves and boxes
and stacked items stretching away into the distance.


“This used to be where the monks brewed all the beer and stored
it,” Jess said. “That’s where all the money came from for some of the original
buildings here.”


The place was full of equipment.


“What is all this stuff?” Kimi asked.


“I haven’t looked at most of it. I think it’s everything that’s
been used in old missions by teams before us. At some point, it will all need sorting
and listing. This first section is ours.”


They walked down the left side of the area. There was a lot of
space.


“I think the team we’ve replaced set this up for us, and when we
leave, it will be our job to leave things for those who come next. But this
place really needs sorting out.”


Kimi had rarely been so animated. Her cheeks flushed and there was
a huge smile on her face. “I’ll do it,” she exclaimed.


Jess looked at her. “No, Kimi, that’s not why you were brought in.
We just want you to know what I know.”


“But I don’t mind. This looks fun.”


“It might take you all year, all your spare time.”


“I know.”


And so it was agreed that Kimi would itemise everything in the secret
basement.




Chapter 23


They arrived at the school late in the evening, tired and
grubby but happy to be back. The maids had changed all the sheets on the dorm beds,
but they would probably need changing again the next day because the Eights just
collapsed into them in their worn clothes. The lodge was being prepared, and as
soon as it was ready, they’d be going up there while the school was put straight.


Colonel Herringway wanted things back to normal as quickly as
possible. He started with the staff. Those who had been ousted by Mr. Flint were
re-instated if they wished and if they hadn’t already found other positions.
Mr. Stevens was back drinking coffee and chatting about maths with Mr. Clermont,
and Ms. Augusta had quickly returned many of her plants to her classroom. When the
colonel had found out about some of them being taken care of in the dorms, he
decided to allocate another room for them, where Fangs would also reside until
he outgrew the room and possibly even the school itself. He also decided that
there would be no new missions until the next year, and arranged for the Year
Eights to talk to a psychologist following their experience in Africa. Improved
security features would also be added so that the school would know if anyone
was missing or unauthorised people were on the campus. This would lead to a few
mistakes and unnecessary lockdowns, like when students strayed from their dorms
at night to borrow toothpaste or to talk to a sibling. A few years before, the
whole school had been put on intruder alert when a Year Thirteen boy went out
to meet a girl from town. Staff had sat in designated areas all over the school
for half the night until he returned. He left the school shortly after.


The Year Eight dorm was quickly returned to normal, and with game
stations added to every room. But there were controls on how long they could
play. Homework would all be done through AI, and had to be completed at the
appropriate level before the game stations were remotely unlocked. On the day
the dorm was ready, Tom was invited back up. Everyone knew it was going to
happen, and the Sevens lined their corridor to see him off, and the Eights
lined their corridor to welcome him back. Some of the girls gave him a peck on
the cheek, and he was glowing red before he reached his room.


Not long after they had settled back in, Colonel Herringway
called Jess and Kimi to his office. They hadn’t been in the admin building or
the head’s office since Mr. Flint last called them in.


The colonel met them in the reception area and said, “Girls, I’d
like to show you why you were all sleeping four to a room.”


He pointed to the carved mahogany pillars that now flanked each doorway,
and to the new wallpaper and expensive-looking paintings on the walls. The
entrance to his office now sported heavy wooden double doors on huge iron hinges.
The colonel pushed them open to the expensively re-decorated office and, when
they were all inside, he swept his hand up to a huge portrait of Mr. Flint behind
the desk – which was also new and enormous.


“I kept this up there so that that you could see it in all its
glory,” he said. “But it won’t be staying there much longer. He was more
interested in fuelling his ego than running the school. Now, I’m thinking we
should have a big bonfire party on Friday evening. We could give the primary
kids sparklers and burn everything that he put in this room. What do you
think?”


“I love it, Sir,” Jess said with a huge smile on her face.


“Yes, Sir,” Kimi agreed. “Burn everything he did.”


“Very good, then. Friday it is,” the colonel said.


But that wasn’t the only reason he had asked the girls to see him.
Despite their youth and resilience, the Year Eights had all suffered a
traumatic experience in Zanzibar, none more so than Kimi, and the colonel was
most concerned about her among all of them. They sat down.


“How are you feeling now, Kimi?” he asked her.


“I’m good, Sir,” Kimi replied.


“Are you sure?” Jess teased.


“I’m sure,” Kimi said, but Jess wasn’t convinced.


“She’s not sleeping,” Jess said. “Tossing and turning all night. It’s
so annoying.” She gently elbowed her friend in the ribs to soften her words.


“I see,” said the colonel. “As you know, we have the psychologist
coming from Warsaw, if any of the team wants to talk about what happened. But there
is also someone who wants to talk to you, Kimi.”


“Oh, who’s that, Sir?” Kimi asked, somewhat surprised.


“Well, I’ll let him explain everything,” the colonel replied.
“But, Kimi, I want you to stay calm and listen to what he has to say.”


Kimi looked at Jess, with concern on her face.


Colonel Herringway picked up the desk phone and said to his
secretary, “Please send them in now.” Knowing how Kimi might react, he had made
sure that the room would be full when this meeting took place.


The door opened and Mr. Wilson walked in, followed by the Japanese
man who had been at the restaurant in Zanzibar.


“You!” Kimi said, standing. “What are you doing here?” she said
in Japanese.


Now Jess looked concerned.


The man went straight towards Kimi but stopped short when he saw
the hate in her eyes.


“Kimiki, we need to talk,” he said in Japanese. “It’s time you learnt
the truth about what happened and who you are. I am Hiro. Your mother was my
sister. I’m your uncle.”


“What? My uncle? But you killed my parents!”


“Yes, I did. In a way. And it’s a very heavy burden to carry. But
it’s not the way you think it is. Your parents asked me to, and to protect you.
Your parents died so that you could live.”


“How? You murdered them! What do you mean, they asked you to?”


Jess and the colonel and Mr. Wilson looked on, not understanding
what was said, but ready to intervene if Kimi attacked. Her eyes kept darting around
the room, looking for a weapon or an advantage. The colonel succeeded in
getting Kimi to sit down again, and Hiro took another chair.


“Kimiki,” he said. “I know it sounds terrible, but let me explain.
I was acting as kaishakunin, which is a kind of second in the seppuku
ritual. A supporter … to help the person who must die.”


“What do you mean?” Kimi said.


“Your parents had no choice. The boss would have had them killed,
anyway. And he might have killed you, too. This way, they died with honour, and
I was there to make sure the end was quick.”


“I don’t understand,” Kimi said.


“It might not seem like it, but my role was to help them. In the
old days, when a person had to commit seppuku, he would ask someone to
help him complete the act, at the worst moment, to make sure it was done
correctly and with the least suffering. Usually, he would ask someone he
trusted … a friend or a relative. That’s why your parents asked me. It was the
best way, Kimiki. In the old days, it was more extreme … the kaishakunin
would have to behead the person at the moment of death.”


Kimi remained silent for a moment, taking in this new
information. “But how is it that I never knew you were my uncle?”


“Well, that was because of the business. I can explain that,
too.”


Kimi slowly calmed. There were fewer glances, and her shoulders
relaxed. She was off full attack mode.


Hiro then nodded to Colonel Herringway, who gave the signal for
everyone to leave the room so that uncle and niece could talk privately.


It seemed that Kimi might accept what had happened, but they
would wait outside, just in case.


***


On the Friday morning, all of Mr. Flint’s monuments were
stripped out of the admin building and the colonel’s office, and piled up in a
field behind the school. The kitchen staff set up a barbecue and served burgers
and hotdogs, and there was a fireworks display before the bonfire was lit. No
one could see the oil painting of the former headmaster, or his desk, buried
underneath piles of wood and other furnishings, but the Eights knew they were
there, and whooped and cheered when the flames took hold. The psychologist wasn’t
sure this was the wisest therapy, and had a concerned look on his face, but he had
no choice but to go along with it anyway.


***


By early June, the kids were waking to sunlight pouring
through the windows. Everything was gearing up to the end of the school year.
Most classes were preparing for end-of-year progress tests, with teachers
getting ready to write reports. Even though the Year Eight team had been
through a hard time, they weren’t exempt from the rules or from normal study
and exams.


Colonel Herringway called Kimi into his office. She had improved after
the meeting with her uncle, and there was some news that the colonel wanted to
tell her first. Hiro had quit his life in the yakuza, and had applied to
be a Japanese teacher in the school. The colonel had accepted his application,
but wanted to have Kimi’s seal of approval before he confirmed the appointment.
He told her to take some time to consider. She thought about this for a few
days, talked about it with Jess, and came to a realisation. She’d been alone
for what felt like forever, and now she had family. It was like a big rock had
been lifted off her chest, and she could finally breathe. She agreed, and her
uncle and his wife – an aunt Kimi had never met – would join the school in the
new academic year.


The exams were completed, the reports were written, and the
school started winding down to the end of term. Anticipation grew, as there was
going to be a ball a week before the last day, and the assembly hall was being decorated,
and the pictures of the former students, including Carlito, were being restored
to their rightful place in the corridor outside. The ball was primarily for the
Year Thirteen leavers, but as the student roll in each year was small and they
wanted a big party, the tradition was to invite the whole of secondary.
Everyone was very excited.


The big night arrived. A DJ was brought in, the school band had
set up on the stage, and one of the Year Eight team had a surprise plan.


A few songs into their set, the band’s drummer counted them in to
“You’re the One That I Want” from the 70s musical Grease, and the hall
suddenly went dark with just one spotlight pointing to the door. Adriana was on
it and controlling it. The door opened and everyone looked twice before realising
who it was. Draga. And he had changed completely. The black shirt was gone; a
white polo in its place. The black jeans were now chinos, and the boots were replaced
with a pair of Converse. He walked into the hall and the boys followed him, singing
along. He headed straight for Jess, and she began to blush. Maybe it was peer
pressure, but she accepted his hand, to a big cheer, and he led her onto the
dance floor. Paul took Saskia’s hand, and even Ayaz got in on the act, when he
took Cleo’s hand.


The band went into slow songs, and an air of romance prevailed.
Teachers monitored closely to make sure no one strayed over a line, but everyone
was friends; they’d known each other for years, so there was never going to be
a problem.


Too soon, as always happens, the lights were turned on and the
atmosphere was gone. Everyone said goodnight and, in the morning, the girls and
boys were split in their study groups in the library; the last weekend of Year
Eight.


The last Friday of term was a half day, and those students with
families departed for the summer. Of the Year Eight team, only Kimi, Tom, Saskia,
and Sun would stay on campus. In eight weeks’ time they would all be back in
school, Year Nines, but for now the summer stretched in front of them.


Those who remained on campus settled down to life without lessons.
Summer school was optional, and early on in the holiday, nobody attended. This
meant that Colonel Herringway had to go and look for the volunteers he needed.


He decided to wait for them in the dining hall. At lunchtime they
slowly came in, and at first they didn’t notice the colonel or his guest at the
teachers’ table. It wasn’t until Sun went to clear her tray that the colonel
stood and asked her to return to her seat.


“Good afternoon, everyone,” the colonel said aloud. “I hope
you’re all enjoying your holiday.” He paused, as they all nodded along. “We
have a small problem and we need your help. May I introduce to you the president
of Rwanda, Mr. Uwimana, who has an announcement…. Mr. President, please….”


The man who was seated with the colonel rose and straightened his
suit jacket. “Hello everyone,” he said. “I am happy to be here, and I am on serious
business.” This caused some trepidation among the students, but the president
laughed and continued, “But please do not panic. We in Rwanda are holding our international
youth football tournament and we need one more under-14s team from Europe, to
replace a team that has pulled out.”


The remaining boys who played football were beyond excited. There
were some good players from Year Seven still on campus. Only Tom from Year
Eight was present, but he knew that Paul and Ayaz might break their holiday for
this. They could surely get a scratch team together, and maybe flout the rule a
little by including some of the Nines and Tens who were still around.


“Unfortunately, the tournament starts in ten days’ time,” the
president said. “Can you help us?”


The boys cheered. They’d been begging the PE department to
arrange games against local schools, so this was the best news ever.


The president continued, “We are also getting ready for our first
Africa-UN debate, which we will be holding in December, and we need people to
step in for our preparatory sessions when the leaders cannot be present. These
sessions will be held later in the summer. So, for example, South Africa and
Cameroon will be absent on the first weekend, and then Tanzania will be missing.
We are looking for mock delegates who can sit in and represent these countries
during the practice sessions.”


Saskia, Kimi, and Sun agreed to take part – it would be a break
from the school, and an opportunity to travel, and maybe even see the mountain
gorillas – but in all honesty Saskia would have been equally happy playing
football.


The boys were soon out on the football pitches, where they would
be in training for the next few days. The manager of a Polish league team and
his assistants had agreed to coach them for the tournament. They didn’t mind
this, as the league season was over for the summer, and it was an opportunity
for them to scout for talented young players from various countries. Some of
the teams they’d be playing against had players who might one day become stars,
so they’d have their work cut out just to be competitive.


The girls went to the library with the president’s staff, where they
began a crash course in modern African history and how this massive and complex
continent worked. They had a lot to learn in a short space of time, and the president’s
assistants were bombarded by questions from the girls. One of the assistants
said to Colonel Herringway, “Can I send all my interns here? If they survive
this, they’ll survive anything.”


The next few days went by in a blur, and it was Ms. Augusta who
kept a strict eye on the students who would travel, to make sure they ate and
slept properly. She was very happy to be back, and was being stricter than
normal with them. But they knew it was coming from a place of love, so they
indulged her.


Soon enough, the minivans were waiting outside the school again. The
Year Eights would be returning to Africa – unbeknownst to some of the others
who travelled in the group. But this time it was for fun, and not a mission.


The girls represented themselves well at the debates. Some of
their ideas were noted, and would be used when the real delegates got to have
their say. The boys weren’t quite so successful. Paul returned in time for the
last training sessions, but they finished bottom of their group of four, and
lost the play-off game for last place on penalties. It was just too tough for
them at such short notice, but they did win the fair play award, and Tom was
named in the team of the tournament.


Back on campus, the rest of the summer slowly slipped away. The
Year Eights had, for a couple of weeks, suddenly been as busy as they would
have been in a normal term, but now they spent the last days of the holiday
simply relaxing and taking day trips into Zakopane and other places nearby.


They began thinking about their friends returning. And their
minds started turning towards what might happen in Year Nine.


Was this the calm before the storm?


 



The End.
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