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Descent into Chaos

According to her teachers, Jade had a problem separating fantasy from reality. And at the moment, they seemed to have a point. For one thing, she didn’t know where she was. And for another, she didn’t know how she had got here.

It would help if she could see her surroundings, but she was in complete darkness: the darkness of a cave. Or a tomb.

It came to her that she was a vampire. This was a definite possibility. It was something she had been thinking rather a lot about lately. A vampire rising from the dead.

Suddenly it wasn’t so dark any more and she was moving through trees on a mountain slope and she was aware that it was snowing. And in the distance there was a castle: a ruined castle in the snow.

Or perhaps it was ashes, falling from the leaden sky. Certainly there had once been a fire. There were dark stains on the ruined walls that looked like scorch marks. Or blood.

At first she thought it was deserted. Then she saw the monk. A monk all in black. He was standing on what remained of the ramparts and although she could not see his face – he was wearing a hood – she thought he was looking at her, waiting for her, and that he might have been waiting for some considerable time. Then as she approached he turned away and descended a flight of stone steps into a kind of courtyard, or what might once have been a room, now unroofed and open to the sky.

She followed him down the steps. She definitely had the impression of a descent, though she could not say for certain that it required any effort on her part. And now the monk was standing beside her and she distinctly heard him say: ‘Which floor?’

Which floor???

It came to her then, perhaps a little later than it should have, that she was dreaming. And that it was probably going to be a bad dream.

This feeling became a certainty when the monk began to chant, tonelessly, like a lift-attendant in an old-fashioned department store.

‘Ground floor: cosmetics, jewellery, ladies’ lingerie, tights, toiletries, millinery, accessories and ladies’ footwear.’

Jade expressed no preference and after a moment the descent continued.

‘Upper basement: kitchenware, glassware, hardware, ceramics, electrical goods, household paints and DIY.’

None of these were of particular value or interest to Jade in her present situation – nor could she foresee a situation in the future when they ever would be – so she remained silent.

The next descent was longer and more alarming because the lift, if it was a lift, suddenly filled with smoke or dust and Jade thought she could smell burning. She looked to the monk for guidance or some expression of concern. She still could not see his face but she felt his eyes boring into her from the darkness under the hood.

Then, from the folds of his long black habit, he produced a tambourine, which he raised above his head and banged with the flat of his hand to make the bells ring.

Jade did not find this reassuring.

‘I wish you would stop that,’ she said firmly.

The monk took no notice. Instead, still banging the tambourine, he chanted: ‘Lower basement: trolls, goblins, dwarves, dragons, wolves, bears, baboons and a few things I made myself.’

And then they stopped. And the lift doors opened and Jade stepped out into a large room. A cellar – or a dungeon? She could see chains on the walls and that mark again that could have been scorching, or rust, or blood. Then she saw the children. They advanced out of the shadows, children of about her own age who stood there watching her with their big eyes, not exactly filled with hope but as if they expected something of her. She felt that they were counting on her, but she did not know what they wanted, or how she was supposed to help them.

There was a light from above – it might even have been the sun pouring down through a hole in the roof – but there was so much smoke or dust, everything remained hazy and indistinct. And then the haze cleared a little, or Jade’s eyes adjusted to it, and she saw there was a shape on the floor – a dark, huddled shape that could have been man or beast … And beside it was another hole. Like a well. Or something darker and much more terrible.

Then she had a dreadful sense of impending doom: a sense that something monstrous was about to happen, something that would change her life – and everything else – for ever. And she was powerless to stop it.

Then she was fighting her way upward, up through the darkness, struggling to reach the light and the air, knowing that she was trapped in a fearful nightmare and desperate to claw her way out of it.

And then she was awake. Eyes wide open in the dark. But not alone. There were others around her. She could hear them breathing, some murmuring in their sleep; one of them, quite close to her, whimpering softly.

And then it came to her, where she was. And she almost whimpered herself, almost wished herself back in the dream. Because no matter how terrible it was, it was a just a dream. A fantasy. But this was for real.
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Punishment Time

I must not tell wicked lies, I must not tell wicked lies, I must not tell wicked lies …

Jade sat in the Great Hall at Saint Severa’s, alone save for the aloof presence of Sister Beatrice at the far end of the room, and began the dreary process of filling in yet another page of her Punishment Book.

I must not tell wicked lies, I must not tell wicked lies …

Outside she could hear the distant voices of her fellow pupils playing hockey on the school fields and the faint harmonies of the choir at practice in the chapel. And, somewhat closer, the fretful drone of a bumblebee, as trapped as she was, struggling to reach light and air, doomed to fail.

Behind Sister Beatrice was a stained-glass window showing the Day of Judgement, when the world came to an end and all the living and all the dead were rounded up to answer for their sins. There they all were, all the people of the world, lined up against a backdrop of ruined cities and burning forests and barren fields. And in the foreground was the Judgement, when they faced the Throne of God and were divided into two lines: one going off to the right through a golden door to Heaven, the other going off to the left, driven by demons with pitchforks, down the stairs to Hell: the fiery furnace where they would be punished for all eternity.

The meaning was clear, at least for Jade. If she carried on the way she was, this was where she was heading.

Saint Severa’s was quite big on punishment. A modern school, it said in the prospectus, with old-fashioned values. Old-fashioned ideas about behaviour, and good manners, and discipline. Which was why Jade was sitting in the Great Hall under the watchful eye of Sister Beatrice writing I must not tell wicked lies one thousand times in her Punishment Book. After which she had to write a five-hundred word essay entitled: ‘Why Vampires Have No Basis in Reality.’

Actually Sister Beatrice wasn’t watching her. She was reading a book. Jade tried to see what it was but it was too far away to read the title. Probably not a book about vampires, though.

Jade liked reading. That’s what she would have been doing during her recreation hour if she hadn’t been writing one thousand lines. Sitting under one of the chestnut trees in the school grounds, reading a book and eating an apple. Taking in the last of the October sunshine. Instead of which …

I must not tell wicked lies, I must not tell wicked lies …

The lies were about vampires. Not vampire bats, which, as Jade could tell you, were a species of mammal that lived in parts of South America and fed on the blood of animals. But vampire people. Otherwise known as the Undead: human corpses that rose from the grave and fed on the blood of the living.

The girls who shared Jade’s dormitory were familiar with stories about vampires, of course, but not with the stories Jade told them in the hour before lights out when they were supposed to be reading quietly, or praying, or composing themselves for sleep.

Jade told them that although vampires were supposedly from the land of Transylvania – a region of modern Romania in Eastern Europe – they could be found almost any place in the world, and although they were usually pictured as pale and thin with long fingernails, people who’d seen them said they were ruddy and bloated from all the blood they sucked, and they tended to vary in appearance from country to country like normal people. Bulgarian vampires had only one nostril; Bavarian vampires slept in the grave with their thumbs crossed and one eye open; Moravian vampires always attacked naked; and Albanian vampires wore high-heeled shoes.

Pressed by her audience, Jade threw in a few even more sensational details. Vampires from the Rocky Mountains in America sucked blood with their noses and only from the victim’s ears. The greatest vampire of them all – Count Dracula – was based on a real-life prince of Romania calledVlad the Impaler who punished his enemies by dropping them on sharpened stakes that pierced them through the bottom and came out through their mouths. And yes – in answer to a question from Liza Becket – vampires still existed. And they had the power to change into something else entirely. They could change into bats, rats, black dogs and wolves, spiders, even moths. There could be one in the room now … What’s that moving on the curtain?

For a brief period there was a secret cult of the vampire at Saint Severa’s. Its acolytes practised certain rituals – nothing as extreme as Vlad the Impaler of course, that could not have gone unnoticed – but like the Bavarian vampires they slept with their thumbs crossed. They exchanged greetings by closing the left eye and pressing a finger against the right nostril. And when one of the school prefects passed them in the corridor or in the school grounds they drew in their bottom lip to reveal their fangs.

It was a game to most of them. A bit of harmless fun. But then one night Liza Becket woke up in the middle of the night screaming her head off and Jenny Rider wet the bed.

The Holy Inquisition quickly revealed the culprit. But Jade went on to compound the original sin, as they informed her, by telling the deputy head, Sister Margaret Clitherow, that it was all true. That there were such creatures as vampires in real life – or at least people like vampires, who did not die and could not be killed the way ordinary people were killed, but who could live for ever, unless someone shot them with a silver bullet or arrow or drove a stake through their hearts, or cut off their heads and filled their mouths with garlic.

‘Where on earth did you learn such nonsense, child?’ demanded the scandalized Sister Margaret Clitherow.

‘It’s just something I picked up,’ replied Jade airily, ‘in my travels.’

‘In your travels indeed,’ sneered the nun. ‘Well, your travels are over, my girl. The only travelling you’re going to be doing is to the Great Hall for Punishment Hour.’

I must not tell wicked lies, I must not tell wicked lies …

Jade put her hand up.

Sister Beatrice did not look up from her book.

Jade coughed politely.

Sister Beatrice sighed, carefully marked her place and looked at Jade over the top of her reading glasses.

‘Yes?’

‘Please, Sister, I’ve finished my lines.’

‘Well, now you can start on your essay, can’t you?’

‘Well, as a matter of fact, Sister, I wanted to talk to you about that,’ Jade informed her confidentially.

‘Oh, did you, indeed? And what is there to talk about?’

‘Well, it’s just that, I’ve just written: I must not tell wicked lies a thousand times, right?’

Sister Beatrice frowned. ‘Yes? And?’

‘And now I’ve got to write an essay called –’ she referred to the title she had been given ‘– Why Vampires Have No Basis in Reality.’

Sister Beatrice’s frown grew deeper. ‘Yes? And?’

‘Well, if I believe there are such things as vampires and if I say there aren’t, in this essay, I mean, I’d be lying, wouldn’t I? At least as far as what I believe. You know?’

From the look Sister Beatrice was giving her, she didn’t know. She didn’t have the faintest idea what Jade was talking about but it sounded suspiciously like cheek. It sounded like someone was trying to put one over on her.

Jade tried to think of another way of putting it.

‘I mean, it would be like making it worse, wouldn’t it? Like “compounding the original sin”.’

There were those who said that Jade was too clever by half. Too clever for her own good. And that everyone hated a smartypants. They had been saying this to her since she was about seven years old. She had learned to be more guarded in her opinions. But sometimes they just came out.

Sister Beatrice’s voice was deceptively mild. ‘Are you telling me you are not going to write this essay?’

‘No-o,’ mused Jade. ‘I’m just saying I don’t think it would be right for me to write it. Not after writing: I must not tell wicked lies a thousand times. I don’t mind writing another essay,’ she offered helpfully. ‘Like, “Do Vampires Exist or not?”’

‘You will write the essay that you have been told to write …’The nun’s voice was now cold and hard. ‘And since you appear to know so much about the subject, you will write not five hundred words, but one thousand words.’

‘But, Sister—’

‘And if I have any more nonsense from you, you will write two thousand words. Do I make myself clear?’

Jade stared at her, outraged by the injustice. For a moment she considered dealing out her own form of punishment. But only for a moment. She had made a promise. And even if she was a wicked little liar, as Sister Margaret Clitherow had informed her, she was not the kind of person to break a promise.

So she took up her pen and started to write.

‘The trouble with vampires,’ she began, ‘is that they assume many different forms so it is very difficult to know when you are in the presence of one. They have even been known to appear in the shape of quite holy people, like nuns. But the way you can always tell them is that they have no sense of humour – and very bad teeth …’

This, she decided, could be a lot of fun.



It was almost dark when she came out of the Great Hall. People were drifting back from the playing fields, covered in mud and blood. A bit like vampires, newly risen from the grave.

Hockey, as played at Saint Severa’s, was a dangerous game. The school, as well as being big on discipline, was also big on sports. Especially violent sports. Jade, who’d had quite enough of violence in her life, tried to avoid them as much as possible. She’d tried to avoid most things at Saint Severa’s in the short time she had been here and as a result she had not made many friends. She had even fewer since the vampire business.

She was aware that many people thought she was stuck up – she was widely known as ‘the princess’ – and this distressed her. But what could she do? She was not stuck up. Just a bit shy and, if she were honest, a bit lost. Her last school had been a state school in west London and no one there had thought she was stuck up.

A psycho, maybe. But not stuck up.

She hadn’t asked to be sent here. But certain people had decided it was in her ‘best interests’.

That remained to be seen.

Jade looked about her as the sun sank beneath the Cumbrian Hills and darkness crept over the land. Saint Severa’s was in the far north of England, about as far north as you could get, in fact, before you ran into Scotland. Border country.

In her history lessons Jade had learned about the border raiders, or reivers as they were called locally: the lawless families of cut-throats and brigands who lived on each side of the border and were forever raiding across it to steal cattle and whatever else they could lay their hands on – even women and children, who were then held for ransom. For hundreds of years they had engaged in blood feuds with rival clans. The history of the region was steeped in bloodshed and violence and treachery. A vampire would not have felt out of place here.

But it seemed peaceful enough now. Quite boring, in fact. A land of sheep farms and barren moorland and gently rolling foothills – called fells, from the Old Norse word for mountain, Sister Teresa had informed them in geography. Not that they were anything like real mountains: majestic giants with their heads in the clouds. More like trolls, to Jade’s jaundiced eye, crouching under the pewter skies. A land of stunted trees and dry-stone walls covered with a sodden mat of moss and lichen. Why dry stone, when all it ever did was rain, Jade had asked when she first came here – before she learned not to ask questions that could be construed as critical – and was told it was because the walls were made without any mortar but by using stones that fitted together perfectly, like a jigsaw, and if she wanted to find out any more about the subject she could help the school caretaker mend one that had fallen down.

Certainly there was no shortage of stones to choose from. The hillsides were littered with them. Stones and sheep. Sometimes it was difficult to tell them apart, except that the sheep ran away when you got close to them and the stones stayed still.

The sheep seemed to be the only living creatures that could survive on the fells. Oh, and the hardy fell ponies – and the fierce black crows that nested in the gnarled old beech trees of the country churchyards and flew down to eat the afterbirths of the newborn lambs, and peck out their eyes if the ewes relaxed their wary vigilance.

It was not a land that Jade had learned to love.

The only things she liked about it were the rivers that issued from every crack and fissure in the grey-green hills and seemed always to be cheerful whatever the season.

It came to her one day that this was because they were on their way somewhere else.

So much for Cumbria. And as for the school …

The school occupied the site of an ancient castle perched on a crag above the River Eden. The ruins were still there, surrounded by barbed wire and warnings to Keep Out. This, Jade presumed, was the castle that haunted her dreams. It had once been the home of the Maxwells, one of the most feared of the reiver clans, but in more recent, less violent times they had built themselves a country house in the castle grounds and this was now Saint Severa’s.

So far as Jade was concerned it was only slightly less forbidding than the castle, with its Gothic turrets and battlements and tall casement windows .As if the Maxwells hadn’t been too sure the peace would hold and they’d be wise to sacrifice comfort for security.

Security was another thing they made a lot of at Saint Severa’s.

‘A school where pupils can learn to fulfil their true potential in a safe, secure environment’ it said in the prospectus.

People in the public eye, people with money and a position in society, could send their children to Saint Severa’s secure in the knowledge that they would be kept out of harm’s way, safe from kidnap and other misfortunes visited upon the rich and famous.

The Maxwells had chosen the site well. High on a ridge above the river, so they could see their enemies coming. And it wasn’t the kind of landscape for creeping about in, not unless you disguised yourself as a sheep. Or a stone. Not the place for lingering with intent. A vehicle could be spotted several miles away; strangers were noticed. And the grounds were surrounded by a high stone wall. Not a dry-stone wall, either, but well-mortared and topped with razor wire. The massive wrought-iron gates were always firmly shut and could only be opened electronically by the security guards in the gatehouse. CCTV cameras scanned the approaches. Visitors were carefully checked before they were allowed in, and at night the guard dogs were released from their kennels and allowed to roam until dawn, savaging anything that moved.

There was some debate among the pupils of Saint Severa’s as to whether all this was to keep intruders out or them in.

Jade had no illusions that it was the security aspect of Saint Severa’s that had attracted the people responsible for her own welfare. That and the fact that the school had a reputation for coping with ‘gifted’ and ‘difficult’ children.

As for keeping her in, well, that was a different matter. She had escaped from more difficult places than this. But she had given her promise.

And a promise was a promise.

Still, she regretted it now as she made her way through the gloomy corridors to the refectory for the next ordeal of life at Saint Severa’s.

Dinner.

For all the troubles of her past life – and there had been many – Jade had never had cause to complain about the food (as she would sometimes remark, with a significant glance towards the neck of whomsoever she happened to be talking to at the time, as if searching for the exact location of the carotid artery). But the food at Saint Severa’s was appalling. Good, hearty fare, the nuns called it. Food for growing girls. Meat, potatoes and two veg – with never a trace of herbs or spices – and a great stodgy pudding to follow. Washed down with jugs of water.

‘No wine?’ Jade had queried on her first day, arching her brow. She had meant it to be ironic but this was probably when the princess thing started. Irony was not greatly appreciated at Saint Severa’s. Certainly not from one of the younger girls. It was frequently confused with cheek.

They all stood for Grace, which was said by the principal, Sister Sarah, and about a second before it ended there was a great scraping of chairs and an eruption of excited chatter. But the atmosphere on Jade’s table was subdued. Two of the younger girls had been part of the vampire cult and they studiously avoided Jade’s eye. They were afraid of being associated with her in case they were hauled off to the dungeons and shown the instruments of torture. Jade had a good mind to give them the sign of recognition but she could feel Sister Margaret Clitherow glaring down at her from the high table and there was no point in provoking further punishment.

There were two senior girls on each table who acted as servers. They collected the food in containers from the serving hatches and brought it to the tables and dished it out to the younger girls. The two servers on Jade’s table were called Rose and Jasmine. They had a bit of a double act going but in Jade’s opinion they weren’t half as funny as they thought they were – except to look at. Jasmine was tall and thin with a long sharp nose, all elbows and knees. Rose was a great lump of a girl with a round red face and lots of chins.

Jade watched them carefully as they dished out the portions and passed them down the table. They worked very fast but they made sure they kept back more than enough for themselves. Jade wasn’t wild about the food at Saint Severa’s but it added insult to injury to be done out of your fair share.

She stared at the miserable offering laid before her. A mound of greyish-white mashed potato rising out of a pool of brown minced meat with a few shreds of onion floating in it, like fingernails. Shepherd’s pie – a Saint Severa’s staple. They had it at least once a week, sometimes twice. Jade had put it about that the school had a deal going with the local farmer for all the sheep that had died on the roads.

‘The princess doesn’t look very happy today,’ said Jasmine.

‘The princess never looks happy,’ said Rose. ‘I expect she misses the champagne and caviar at the palace.’

‘Oh, that’s not all,’ said Jasmine. ‘She usually has a nice drink of blood about this time of the day, don’t you, Princess? Needs her blood, our little princess,’ she informed Rose confidentially, ‘or she goes all pale and woozy.’

‘What you talking about?’ demanded Rose, staring at Jade with suspicion – and perhaps a hint of fear. ‘What blood?’

Doesn’t like the thought of blood. Jade made a mental note and stored it away for future reference.

‘Oh, haven’t you heard? The princess thinks she’s a vampire. She goes flitting about after lights out taking a bite here, a bite there. Otherwise she’d just waste away, wouldn’t you, Princess?’

‘Which is not something you’ll ever have to worry about, is it?’ murmured Jade, just loud enough for the girls on each side to hear but not to reach the two servers at the head of the table. They could tell it was something clever though from the hastily suppressed grins.

‘What was that?’ Rose scowled fiercely. ‘Come on, if it’s that funny you can share it with all of us.’

‘I said I don’t suppose there’s any salt and pepper about, is there?’ said Jade innocently.

The two girls glared down the table at her.

‘I think someone needs taking down a peg or two,’ said Jasmine menacingly. ‘I think someone needs to learn the meaning of respect.’

Jasmine always talked like Sister Margaret Clitherow.

Jade put her head down and dug her fork into the mound of mashed potato.

How long could she bear it?

‘See how you like it,’ her Aunt Em had said. ‘If you’re very unhappy, well, we can talk again but let’s give it a fair crack of the whip.’

Unfortunate expression in the circumstances.

But she had agreed to give it a go. Aunt Em thought it wouldn’t do her any harm to be treated as if she wasn’t so very special. And maybe she was right. She knew she didn’t behave very well sometimes.

Besides, where else could she go? No one seemed terribly keen on having her live with them. And at least she was safe, comparatively speaking. There were enough crucifixes at Saint Severa’s to keep out a whole army of vampires.

Pity there wasn’t a bit more garlic. It might give a bit of taste to the food.

She chewed her way through the shepherd’s pie and washed it down with several glasses of water. For pudding they had what the cook called jam roly-poly but the girls called dead man’s leg because that’s what it looked like. Jade ate a few mouthfuls just to keep her strength up. She reckoned from the looks she was getting from the head of the table that she would need it, sooner or later.

She didn’t have long to wait.

She was walking back down the corridor towards her dorm when she felt a flabby hand on her shoulder. It was Rose, with Jasmine lurking in the background. The other girls melted away as if by magic.

‘A word,’ said Rose.

‘If it’s not too much trouble,’ said Jasmine with a sneer.

‘Well, as a matter of fact, I’ve got work to do,’ said Jade, ‘so if you don’t mind …’ She tried to shrug off the restraining hand but the grip tightened.

‘In here,’ said Jasmine opening the door into an empty classroom.

Rose swung Jade around and pushed her in.
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Fire and Blood

Jasmine closed the door and twisted the knob to lock it. Then she pulled down the blind – only ever used if one of the teachers wanted to play a DVD or something. But this was probably not what the two girls had in mind. Jade was determined not to show fear. She sat down at one of the desks.

‘So what can I do for you?’ she said calmly.

‘Who told you to sit down?’ demanded Rose. She turned to Jasmine. ‘Did you tell her to sit down?’

‘I didn’t tell her to sit down,’ said Jasmine. ‘Stand up,’ she snarled at Jade.

Jade stayed sitting. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Get it off your chest. I haven’t got all night.’

Jasmine went a shade paler. She stepped right up to Jade, drew her hand back and slapped her as hard as she could right across the face.

Jade gasped. She put her hand up to her burning cheek. It stung but the humiliation was worse. Her eyes narrowed. She looked at Jasmine very carefully and concentrated hard.

‘Don’t you look at me like that,’ said Jasmine. She drew her arm back to slap Jade again. But then a strange expression crossed her face. She looked at her hand. Then she let out a strange bleating noise and began to flap her hand about wildly in the air as if something was sticking to it.

‘What are you doing?’ demanded Rose in astonishment. ‘Jasmine?’

‘Aaah, aaah, aaah!’ yelped Jasmine. She started to run around in small circles, slapping her right hand with her left hand and keeping up that weird wailing, like a kind of war dance except that she didn’t look very fierce. She looked terrified.

‘Put it out!’ she yelled. ‘Put it out!’

‘Put what out?’ Rose looked around the room in alarm.

‘The fire, the fire!’ screamed Jasmine. She began to bang her hand on the nearest desk as hard as she could.

‘What fire?’ Rose was still looking around the room. Then she saw what Jasmine was doing. ‘Stop it,’ she implored her urgently. ‘You’ll hurt yourself.’ She looked at Jade with fear in her eyes. ‘What’s wrong with her?’

‘She thinks her hand’s on fire,’ said Jade. She put her own hand up to her forehead and began to massage it gently to ease the headache she felt coming on.

‘But – it isn’t.’

‘I know that, you know that …’ Jade sighed. ‘But she seems to think it is.’

They both looked at the hysterical girl. She stopped banging the desk and made a dash for the door, fumbling to open it with her left hand, but she was in too much of a panic. She collapsed to the floor, rolling around and wailing and blowing on her hand.

‘What can I do?’ Rose anguished. ‘Jasmine, tell me what to do.’

‘You could call the fire brigade, I suppose,’ Jade suggested thoughtfully, as Jasmine clearly wasn’t coming up with any ideas. ‘But they’ll be half an hour coming from Penrith. If I was you I’d fetch a bucket of water.’

Rose turned on her. ‘You little monster,’ she hissed. ‘What have you done to her?’ She advanced towards Jade threateningly.

‘You’re bleeding,’ said Jade.

‘What?’

‘There’s blood on your cheek.’

Rose put a hand up to her face and then took it away and held it in front of her with a look of horror.

‘Blood!’ she said faintly.

Jade saw her face go pale and her eyes start to roll back in her head. She managed to guide her to a chair before she passed out.

‘Put your head between your knees,’ Jade instructed her.

Then she crossed over to the other girl, took hold of her wrist and raised her hand to her lips as if she was going to kiss it. She blew gently.

‘There – I’ve put it out,’ she said. ‘Now go and stick it in cold water for half an hour.’
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