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A SURPRISING CONNECTION





ZOE KEPT RUSHING AROUND THE MCGRAWS’ HOUSE, frantically looking in every room. Orthon had disappeared and there was no sign of his wife Barbara or his son Mortimer. She was alone.


“Go to your room, Zoe, don’t worry,” Mortimer had told her two weeks ago. “I’ll pop up and see you in a bit.”


That was the last time she’d spoken to him. She’d waited all evening, then she’d fallen asleep, worn out with worry. The house was empty when she’d woken up. Horribly empty. Zoe had waited for hours for Orthon or Mortimer to come back, wandering from room to room and leaving worried messages on their mobiles, which had rung unanswered. Hours had turned into days. The cupboards and fridge gradually emptied, dust settled on the furniture, growing thicker by the day, and spiders’ webs formed high up on the walls. With all hope gone, she’d finally had to face facts: she’d been abandoned. She was all alone in the world with nowhere to go and no one cared if she lived or died. The house felt as if it were closing in on her like a tomb.


This unpleasant sensation shocked her into action. She packed a small bag with her most treasured possessions: the photo album documenting special events in her short life, a few birthday cards, a pendant in the shape of a clover leaf and her gran’s strange-looking flute. Then, with her bag slung over her shoulder, she walked to the Pollocks’ house without looking back, her heart in pieces.







[image: ]





When Dragomira opened the door she was astounded to recognize a thin, grubby Zoe gazing at her with desperate, tear-filled eyes ringed with dark circles.


“Mrs Pollock, I’m so sorry for coming here—I didn’t know where else to go…”


Then, overcome with emotion, she sank down onto the top step in front of the house. Dragomira, who was still bruised and battered from her final encounter with Orthon, summoned the Lunatrixes to help. Zoe didn’t resist, too exhausted to show any fear of these remarkable creatures. They carried her up to their mistress’s apartment and laid her on a sofa, where she immediately fell asleep.


“Misunderstanding is about to experience mending!” exclaimed the Lunatrix, even more enigmatically than ever.


“Oh, please, my Lunatrix,” said Dragomira, rebuking the small creature. “This is no time to speak in riddles!”


“Beware of judgement overflowing with errors and grudges, Old Gracious,” continued the small creature nonetheless. “Vast importance must be attributed to this girl because she contains Gracious blood…”


The Old Gracious frowned and slumped down onto the sofa opposite the one where the Lunatrixes had deposited Zoe. Despite her weakened condition and the scolding she’d just given her Lunatrix, she knew in her heart of hearts that this pitiable-looking girl was going to turn their lives upside down.
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To Zoe’s great embarrassment, Dragomira was watching her when she woke up, even though she could see no hostility in Baba Pollock’s eyes.


“Hello, Zoe,” Dragomira said softly. “Are you feeling any better?”


When Zoe replied “no” in an almost inaudible whisper, Dragomira leant towards her and, gently taking her hand, murmured kindly:


“I know you’re scared. I would be too if I were in your shoes. I just want to say that I don’t mean you any harm—quite the opposite, in fact. You can trust me.”


Feeling somewhat reassured and more hopeful, Zoe glanced shyly at Dragomira.


“Why don’t you tell me everything from the beginning?” suggested the old lady.


After a brief hesitation, Zoe made up her mind. The words poured from her, tumbling over each other to get out. She sobbed as the painful memories tore her apart, making her heart ache, but once she’d started, she couldn’t stop. She kept talking through her tears while Dragomira stroked her hand, realizing the extent of the misunderstanding mentioned by the Lunatrix.


“So your father isn’t Orthon-McGraw!” gasped Baba Pollock in amazement.


“No. He’s my great-uncle, my gran was his twin sister. He took me in when she died.”


She was now speaking in a tiny voice. Startled, Dragomira looked at her even more attentively and murmured:


“Reminiscens… Reminiscens was so near to us and we didn’t realize.”


“She told me you’d known each other when you were young and that you alone could help me if I was ever in trouble. She really admired you, you know. I’ve got some photos of her, if you’d like to see them…”


“I’d love to,” whispered Dragomira.


Zoe took the photo album from her bag and handed it to Dragomira, who carefully opened it. The old lady turned the pages, her mind reeling. She kept looking from Zoe to the pictures and back again, her amazement increasing with every page.


“My gran knew a great deal about all kinds of things, particularly rocks and precious stones,” continued Zoe. “She was a diamond-cutter. She’d always lived with me and my parents because she adored my dad. He was her only son. When he died, she focused all her energy and love on me. We both often held back tears to avoid upsetting each other. We had to be strong for each other and that was really hard. I’d lost my parents, but she’d lost her son.”


“That’s awful… Is that your dad in these photos?” asked the old lady, pointing to a page of the open album.


“Yes.”


“He was very handsome.”


Dragomira stared at the photos for a long while, her brow furrowed. Suddenly a thought struck her and the blood drained from her face.


“I’d like to ask you something, Zoe,” she said, trembling. “What was your father’s name? And do you know his date of birth?”


“My dad was born on 29th March 1953 and his name was Jan Evanvleck.”


Dragomira sank back on the sofa. All these pieces of information came together in her mind, making her head spin and sucking her into a vortex of repressed grief and untold secrets. The truth erupted like lava from a volcano.


“Leomido…” murmured Dragomira.


She looked at Zoe, her eyes full of tears.


“You haven’t lost everything, my child. When you knocked on my door, you found a family. Your own family.”


“I… I don’t understand!” stammered Zoe.


“My dear brother, Leomido, is your grandfather.”
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A BRIEF RESPITE


Four months later…





IT WAS THE END OF TERM AT LAST AND THE STUDENTS OF St Proximus were letting off steam, racing around the courtyard shouting and laughing, their uniforms in disarray and their ties unknotted. Oksa Pollock and Gus Bellanger were more than ready for the holidays—they’d begun to think the school year would never end. So much had happened… What with the revelation of Oksa’s mysterious origins and the vaporization of Orthon-McGraw, the last few months had held more than their fair share of exciting discoveries and terrifying ordeals. Oksa shook her head, determined not to let these dark thoughts dampen her high spirits, and walked over to Zoe, once her sworn enemy, now her second cousin and firm friend.


“Everyone’s having a great time!”


Zoe smiled back at her. It hadn’t been easy winning Oksa’s friendship. She’d held a deep-seated grudge against Zoe for the gift of the poisoned soap which had made Marie so ill. It hadn’t been long, though, before the Young Gracious had realized that Zoe had been an unwitting pawn in Orthon’s hands. And when Dragomira had told her great-niece about the magical origins she shared with the Pollocks and the Runaways, Oksa had been extremely supportive, providing a shoulder to cry on when necessary and helping her to master the powers which, until then, she’d had no idea she possessed… Now, the two cousins were virtually inseparable.


“Hey! Why don’t we go and annoy Gus?” exclaimed Oksa suddenly.


“You go, Oksa. I’d rather stay here,” replied Zoe.


Oksa gave her a worried look. Zoe tended to withdraw into her own shell when she felt sad, which was quite often, even though she tried hard to stay upbeat.


“I’m fine, honestly,” she said, seeing Oksa’s sceptical expression.


Oksa headed over to Gus and began dragging him towards the fountain in the middle of the paved courtyard. He struggled to free himself, laughing.


“It doesn’t take a genius to guess what you’re up to!”


“How could you say no to a refreshing dip in honour of this red-letter day?” exclaimed Oksa, pulling her friend by the arm with all her might.


“You’re making a big mistake if you think you can use brute force. Perhaps you’ve forgotten that nothing and no one can make me do something against my will!”


He brushed back a strand of dark hair with pretend arrogance. Weak with laughter, Oksa let go, and, losing her balance, crashed into the edge of the fountain.


“Ouch,” she yelped. “My elbow!”


A ring of blood appeared around the tear in her blouse.


“That really hurt,” she grumbled. “Dammit! Look at the mess I’ve made of myself.”


Gus held out his hand to help her to her feet. She twisted round to take off the little bag she wore slung over her shoulder and handed it to him.


“Would you look after this for me while I go and clean myself up?” she asked.


“Wow… the Young Gracious’s magical accessories? What an honour!”


Oksa smiled at him and headed off in the direction of the grey stone cloister. Gus watched until she vanished into the shadowy staircase that led into the magnificent building.
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Twenty minutes later Gus was still there.


“Come on, Gus!” yelled a fair-haired student. “We’re going to play basketball.”


“I’d better not, Merlin, I’m waiting for Oksa.”


Sitting there patiently against a low wall with nothing much to do, Gus gently pressed the bag. Inside he could feel a soft, round shape—the Tumble-Bawler. He hoped it wouldn’t make a fuss. As if it could read his mind, the Tumble-Bawler said:


“Don’t worry, young Master, discretion is my middle name! It has to be, since high volume doesn’t make for a low profile.”


This quirky motto made Gus smile.


“Come on, Oksa… what on earth are you doing up there?” he grumbled after a few more moments.


“I can inform you that the Young Gracious is currently in the first-floor toilets, fifty-six yards north-north-west of here,” the small creature volunteered in a muffled voice.


Gus shuddered at the thought of someone overhearing this bizarre conversation, but all the other students were having too much fun to pay attention to him. Tired of waiting, he finally stood up and headed over to the staircase.


Walking along the deserted corridor, all he could hear was the sound of his own footsteps and the hubbub from the courtyard. It was strange thinking back to the awful events that had taken place just four months earlier—Oksa injured, fiendish McGraw showing his true colours, Miss Heartbreak… He couldn’t help glancing through the lab window as he walked past and, as he did, he heard someone singing a sad, slow song that sounded like a lament. Intrigued, he turned the door handle—the lab was unlocked. Gus walked in and looked around. He couldn’t see anyone, but he could definitely hear someone as clearly as if they were standing right next to him. He opened Oksa’s bag: the Tumble-Bawler hadn’t made a sound.


“What’s going on? What is that noise?”


He walked round the room, clutching Oksa’s bag tightly. He looked under every desk and opened the door to the storeroom, then the large cupboard. Nothing. And yet he could still hear the soft, mournful weeping. He stopped searching and stood in the middle of the room listening hard, all his senses alert. He could now make out what sounded like faint words amongst the sobs.


“What are you saying? Where are you?” he asked falteringly, looking around despite his fear.


He heard a voice which sounded as though it were coming from a long way off and yet was very close, saying:


“I’m here, right in front of you. I need your help. Please come and set me free… I’m begging you!”
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Oksa was hurrying back to the courtyard, her shirt still damp, when the wail of a foghorn caught her attention.


“Hey, that sounds like Gus’s mobile!”


The ringtone grew louder as she walked past the first-floor lab, then cut out. Oksa stopped and listened for a few seconds. With a smile, she heard what she’d been expecting to hear: Darth Vader’s rasping voice saying that someone had just left a message. It was definitely Gus’s phone. She pushed open the door and walked in.


“Gus! Are you in here?”


No answer. Oksa glanced around and looked under the desks. Her friend didn’t usually play tricks like this, but you never knew what he might get up to. Suddenly she spotted his mobile on the floor.


“What’s his phone doing there?” she muttered with a frown.


She picked it up and gazed around again with a puzzled expression, then walked out of the room and went to join the others.
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“You haven’t seen Gus, have you?”


Zoe looked up, an expression of concern on her pretty face. Annoyed with herself for needlessly worrying her friend, Oksa hurriedly continued:


“What an Incompetent he is. Look, he’s lost his mobile! He must be around here somewhere. Let’s go and find him.”


She grabbed Zoe’s hand and, as impulsive as ever, dragged her off to hunt for Gus.
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“Just wait till he dares to show his face again…” grumbled Oksa.


After half an hour spent searching fruitlessly for him, the two girls were back where they’d started and were both feeling more concerned than they cared to admit. It was getting late and the other students were beginning to file out of the school.


“You’d better phone home,” suggested Zoe, her forehead creased in an anxious frown, which only made Oksa feel more apprehensive.




[image: ]





By the time Pierre Bellanger and Pavel Pollock had arrived in the courtyard, the girls were beside themselves with worry. They had spent nearly an hour searching the school again from top to bottom with mounting desperation.


“He isn’t at Bigtoe Square or at home,” declared Pierre, sliding shut his mobile.


The caretaker locked St Proximus’s heavy gates and they had to come to terms with the harsh fact that Gus was nowhere to be found. Oksa and Zoe gazed at each other, eyes brimming with tears. The peace and quiet of the last few months had obviously just been a brief respite.
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The Runaways were in shock. Brune and Naftali Knut, the imposing Swedish couple, and Dragomira’s brother, Leomido, had rushed over to the Pollocks’ house in a show of solidarity. Night had fallen long ago, doing nothing to lighten the heavy mood. Pierre, his face furrowed with worry, had his arms around his wife, Jeanne, who couldn’t stop crying. Dragomira walked over and gave them a hug, but couldn’t think of anything comforting to say. Standing behind Marie’s wheelchair, his eyes fixed on Oksa, Pavel felt paralysed by a creeping sense of anxiety.


“Perhaps we should inform the police?” suggested Oksa hoarsely.


“We can’t do that, Oksa,” replied Abakum, the protector of the Runaways. “Anyway, you know they’d just say he’s run away.”


“Gus wouldn’t run away from anything. He’s been kidnapped!” cried Jeanne, frantic with worry.


“But by whom?” they all wondered, though no one dared to voice their thoughts. Only Oksa plucked up enough courage to say what they were all thinking:


“You don’t think it could be a Felon, do you? Orthon-McGraw can’t have been the only one to have got out of Edefia; who’s to say there weren’t others?”


They looked at her with some degree of gratitude. This was the best-case scenario for all of them. It meant that Gus would be used as a bargaining counter by the mystery kidnapper and wouldn’t be harmed while negotiations were under way. But what if the kidnapper wasn’t a Felon? It didn’t bear thinking about. 
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They sat there all night constructing theories and possibilities, mobiles in hand and eyes glued to the front door. Around five o’clock in the morning, slumped on a sofa next to Zoe, who was as devastated as she’d been the night before, Oksa suddenly discovered what was to be their first lead. She’d kept Gus’s phone and was listening for the umpteenth time to the last message that had activated the voicemail alert she’d heard. It was from Jeanne. “Gus, I haven’t been able to get hold of you. Your dad will pick you up in an hour. See you later!” Amazed that she hadn’t thought of it before, Oksa carefully examined everything on her friend’s mobile. There wasn’t anything much of interest in his messages, but there was something weird in the phone’s picture library: just before his mother had called—the clock on the phone confirmed it—Gus had taken an odd photo.


“Look!”


Oksa showed them the thumbnail on the screen of the mobile.


“What on earth is that?”


Pavel immediately switched on his computer to enlarge the image and everyone crowded round to take a look. As soon as the picture appeared, Zoe cried out:


“That’s my gran, Reminiscens!”


“Are you sure?” exclaimed Dragomira.


“Of course I am!”


They all stared at the screen: the picture showed the upper half of a woman who looked around seventy. She was slim, dressed in dark colours and her drawn face aroused compassion. Her pale-blue eyes, wide with despair and fear, were gazing straight ahead.


“That’s my gran…” repeated Zoe, her voice hoarse with tiredness and emotion.


Dragomira and Abakum exchanged surprised glances. Suddenly, understanding dawned and, still looking at each other, they chorused:


“Impicturement!”
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AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR





GUS WAS WOBBLING PRECARIOUSLY ON THE CRUMBLING ledge inside the painting he’d been looking at a few seconds ago in the science room at St Proximus. A heart-rending voice full of pain and sorrow had seemed to be coming from the picture and then suddenly, unable to tear his gaze away from its strangely shimmering surface, he’d been sucked in… As remarkable as it seemed, that’s exactly what had happened. And now he was on the other side of the canvas, paralysed with fear, standing on a wooden ledge which appeared to be disintegrating under his feet.


“The painting…” he muttered. “I’m inside the painting!”


All he could see was a terrifyingly dark, motionless mass. The painting’s frame had grown to gigantic proportions, dwarfing Gus and making him feel really small. He carefully twisted round to touch the taut canvas. With a bit of luck, he’d pass right back through the painting and escape from this nightmare… His fingertips grazed what he thought was the canvas and he groaned in disappointment: it had become a curtain of icy vapour as intangible as the air in a cold room.


“Is anyone there?” he called, the words catching in his throat. “Can you hear me?”


His voice sounded odd, muffled, as if he were in a padded cell. He’d never experienced such total silence. He felt a chunk of the wooden ledge give way beneath his weight and drop off. He listened carefully, hoping to hear the wood hitting the ground after its fall, which would give him an idea of how high he was. Long seconds ticked by, but he heard nothing. He seemed to be standing above a bottomless void… He gulped and an icy trickle of sweat ran down his back. Perspiration beaded his forehead and dripped into his eyes, blurring his vision. Instinctively, he lifted his hand to rub his eyes and lost his balance. In an instant his fears became reality: he tumbled through the air with a despairing yell, his arms flailing in a desperate attempt to catch hold of something.
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The fall seemed to last for ever, as if time had ceased to exist. He was plummeting through complete darkness towards an unknown destination, unable to control his movements. Although he knew he was falling, it didn’t feel like it. He was in the grip of a powerful but buoyant gravity which had him floating as slowly and gently as a feather dropped from a great height. He couldn’t even tell if he was falling head first, or whether he was vertical or horizontal—he couldn’t feel his body at all. And, even though it was an amazing sensation, Gus couldn’t help being terrified. Maybe he was dead? Perhaps he was lost in a black hole from which he’d never escape? His eyes widened with fear at that horrible thought.


At long last, he felt himself bouncing on a surface as soft as an eiderdown. Panic-stricken, he held his breath and narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t see a thing in the dense, velvety darkness. It was so impenetrable that it looked solid. Gus nervously stretched out his hand, expecting his fingertips to come into contact with something at any moment. A wall. A door. A face! But there was nothing except pitch-black, terrifying emptiness. He peered fearfully into the dark and, before long, noticed some small blue phosphorescent bubbles escaping from his mouth, as though his breath had materialized. He breathed out more heavily than usual and the astonishing phenomenon happened again, confirming his theory. Gus continued examining his surroundings, feeling scared. After a few minutes he made out something pulsing slowly, each palpitation crackling with purple electrical discharges. Was that the heart of the darkness? This thought sent a shiver up his spine. “Don’t think about it,” he thought frantically. “Darkness doesn’t have a heart!”


He looked around, but all he could see was what appeared to be veins throbbing in time to the palpitations. The darkness might not have a heart, but it definitely seemed to be alive! Mustering his courage, Gus stood up. With shaking legs and chattering teeth he plunged resolutely into the gloom.
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It definitely didn’t look as dark as before. The peculiar mauve sky was lightening gradually, casting a pale glow over the forest in which Gus now stood. There wasn’t a thing to be seen—no sign of life anywhere. He shook his head, disconcerted by the lack of movement. Not even the air seemed to stir. He rubbed his eyes and slid down to a sitting position against the trunk of a massive tree, putting his head in his hands.


“What’s happened to me?” he groaned, his heart thumping. “What’s going on?”


Gus irritably brushed some black hair out of his eyes and tucked it behind his ear. He felt as though a hot, sticky substance like tar was spreading through his veins, paralysing his body and mind. He barely dared move, or even breathe. Where was he? In another dimension? A parallel world? In the Lost Land of Edefia? The only thing he was sure about was that he’d fallen into a painting and that he wasn’t dead, because he could feel his heart pounding in his chest.


A few minutes or hours went by—there was no way of telling—before he grew a little calmer. Ever since that secret mark had appeared around Oksa’s belly button, Gus had been involved in one adventure after another, each more extraordinary than the last. His life had become a whirlwind of events filled with never-ending mysteries. He’d had to deal with a host of problems all with a common cause: Orthon-McGraw. That man had been a living nightmare, a public menace. But McGraw was dead—Abakum the Fairyman had dispatched him with a Crucimaphila Granok, pitilessly vaporizing him into several billion particles. Gus had seen it with his own eyes.


It had to be McGraw’s fault that he’d fallen into this trap. Gus distinctly remembered their hateful teacher hanging this hideous painting on the wall in the science room at St Proximus. That was the day Oksa had gone way too far—not for the first time—and had used her gifts to send McGraw into a fury. Gus winced at the memory, then turned his thoughts back to the forest. Still leaning against the massive tree, which seemed to have moulded itself to the shape of his body, he began examining the frighteningly motionless forest around him. Towering trees inspected him from their lofty heights, soaring so high that it was impossible to see their tops. Feeling that these colossuses were about to crash down on him, Gus looked at the ground, his head reeling. A path lined with strange plants wound amongst the foot of the giant trees. The long stem of the plant nearest to him was covered in sticky hairs and crowned by an intricate flower with delicate fiery-red petals that seemed about to burst into flames. Beside it, another plant—an electric-blue sphere the size of a football—looked like an obese jellyfish with its eight waving stems. However, even more incredible than the size of the trees and the shape of the plants was the light filtering through the dense treetops. It was a light which looked… dark! Deep mauve rays seemed to be coming from a huge black sun. One of them hit the ground at Gus’s feet. He held out his hand and the beam passed right through as if his palm were transparent.


“Whoa…” he murmured.


A delicate, sparkling powder trickled from his hand onto the moss with a barely audible patter. This was the first sound Gus had heard since he’d landed in this forest. Silence closed around him again, stilling the air and erasing all signs of life. Gus leant back against the tree and immediately jumped: the trunk had become soft! He carefully looked round to see that the bark seemed to be formed of thousands of petals in every shade of brown and gold. Intrigued, he stood up slowly, as if the trunk were an animal he didn’t want to frighten, and ran his fingers lightly over it. Fascinating! Every inch of the trunk felt unusually soft, like flesh. Gus edged closer, fighting the irresistible temptation to plunge his face into this strange material.


At that moment the bark began vibrating and, with the faintest of rustling noises, a cloud of butterflies took to the air and fluttered around him. Gus couldn’t believe what he was seeing: the whole trunk had been covered with thousands of butterflies! Although the circle of magnificent insects around him was terrifying, it also filled him with wonder. He couldn’t take his eyes off the dancing butterflies and his head filled with the whisper of delicate wings beating in perfect time. However, it hadn’t escaped his notice that the circle was spinning faster and faster and was closing in on him. A wave of panic swept over him and he fell back onto the springy moss, his last vestiges of courage gone.


“Stop!” he croaked, holding his hands in front of him in a futile attempt to ward off the butterflies.


An enormous pitch-black butterfly broke away from the circle and fluttered closer—so close, in fact, that he could feel its wings beating against his cheek. A few seconds later it rejoined the circle and they flew off into the mauve sky with a faint hum.
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Overcoming his fear, Gus was just pushing himself into a sitting position with his hands when he felt something move. Something was squirming and wriggling; something was alive! What next?


“Hey! Watch what you’re doing! Don’t you realize you’re squashing me?”


The voice had come from the ground. Gus jumped to his feet with a yell.


“Look at the state of me now!” continued the voice.


Gus panicked. All he wanted to do was run away, but as he tried to do so, he caught his foot in a root writhing on the ground—and this was no ordinary root, since the part protruding from the earth had a small head at the end of it. All around him the forest seemed to be coming to life after holding its breath. The leaves were quivering in the trees and the moss was rising and falling as if it had just started breathing. Gus didn’t notice any of this activity, though, because the scene that greeted his eyes was so unexpected. The small head undulating on the end of the long root was glaring indignantly at Gus. Suddenly it gave a shrill whistle and several other roots, all equipped with a head, emerged swaying at the foot of the tree. The root Gus had squashed came nearer, allowing him to examine its strange face more closely: neither entirely human nor animal, it was the size of a fist and looked like a cross between a young girl covered in freckles and a squirrel with cunning eyes. The head studied him inquisitively but benevolently, then sniffed at him and pulled at the tails of his white shirt with its tiny teeth. Suddenly, it blurted out:


“Oh no! It’s not going to be happy!”


The other heads fidgeted at the end of their roots and a nervous murmur arose, although Gus couldn’t work out what they were saying. All the little eyes had turned towards the mauve sky and were watching the majestic approach of a bird. Then the roots and their heads sank into the ground as quickly as they’d appeared, leaving Gus struggling to believe his eyes. The bird, which was growing visibly larger, turned out to be a glossy black crow. When it reached him it shook its feathers and opened its golden beak to give a revolting splutter. Then, folding its long wings, it stared reproachfully at Gus, grumbling. Gus was so amazed that he allowed the crow to come within pecking distance. It examined him carefully, then recoiled in surprise.


“Who are you? What are you doing here?” it cawed harshly, plumes of black steam escaping from its beak.


“Um… I don’t know,” replied Gus.


“You don’t know who you are?” snapped the crow. “Well, I know who you’re not!”


“No! Well yes… I do know who I am! I’m Gus Bellanger,” replied the boy, disconcerted by this hostile reception. “But I don’t know what I’m doing here. Do you know why I’m here?”


“You’ve been Impictured, obviously!” replied the crow crossly. “But you’re not the person we were expecting at all.”


The crow sighed, emitting another puff of black steam.


“This is the worst thing that could have happened,” it said miserably.
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FRIGHTENING SECRETS





“I’VE BEEN IMPICTURED?” REPEATED GUS, FLABBERGASTED.


“What does that mean? What did I do?”


The crow groaned in annoyance and ruffled its feathers, spraying him with icy droplets.


“What did you do? You didn’t do anything!” it replied irritably. “It’s him! It’s his fault!”


“Who do you mean?”


“I mean the one who should have been Impictured, of course!” retorted the crow. “He’s the reason the Soul-Searcher is in a coma!”


“Impictured?” repeated Gus, bewildered. “The Soul-Searcher?”


The crow seemed to be in the grip of strong emotion. It looked away, close to tears.


“The Soul-Searcher has been held in thrall by the Wickedesses since the false Impicturement,” it continued without answering Gus’s question. “All reference points have disappeared and Impicturement can no longer fulfil its basic function.”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” sighed Gus. “Please explain!”


“The Soul-Searcher is crucial to Impicturement,” replied the crow, meeting his eyes. “Ever since the one who should have been Impictured corrupted the process, Evil has dominated my world, preying upon anything good. The Wickedesses were born from this Evil. Despite its wisdom, the Soul-Searcher was unable to prevent them from being spawned and from multiplying. They’re spreading like an epidemic and gain strength by feeding on anything alive and mortal.”


“What can be done about it?” asked Gus anxiously.


“The Evil that has descended on us can only be eradicated if he who should have been Impictured pays his debt, because this Impicturement was intended for him. If he doesn’t come, one extreme solution remains: the destruction of the Soul-Searcher. This would be regrettable, because the Soul-Searcher isn’t intrinsically evil. It also grieves me that I can’t assist with this, but I have to hide from the Wickedesses. If I’m killed, none of you in here have any chance of surviving.”


“What part do I play in all of this?”


“I’m afraid I have to ask you to brave great danger in order to return to your world. Only one type of magic is strong enough to send you home: that of the potion. I’ll leave my Wayfinder with you,” the crow added, jutting its beak at the black butterfly. “You must find the Soul-Searcher’s Sanctuary. It has become the stronghold of the Wickedesses, somewhere within the Stonewall Territory, deep inside a fortress protected by spells, evil beyond imagining. Here’s something to help you.”


The crow unfastened the tiny phial around its neck with its talons and held it out to Gus.


“What is it?” murmured the boy, turning the phial between his fingers. “What do I have to do?”


“If you manage to reach the Soul-Searcher without being killed by the Wickedesses, you must use this potion made by the Ageless Fairies. It will unleash the Displacement Spell, which has the power to destroy the Soul-Searcher. One drop of blood mixed with the phial’s magic will release you for ever from this trap.”


“Why don’t you destroy it yourself then?” asked Gus. “You seem to be much stronger than me!”


“Of course I’m stronger than you. But I’m not human and the spell only works when mixed with human blood. May luck be with you, my young friend. Until we meet again…”


The crow exhaled one last puff of black steam and spread its wide wings to fly away, signalling that the conversation was over. For a few seconds Gus watched the bird departing, then, just as it was about to disappear into the mauve sky, he yelled:


“Please come back! Don’t leave me like this!”


The crow seemed to slow down, then Gus realized it was returning. With just a few beats of its wings it was standing before him again. It cawed so loudly that Gus flinched.


“Give me a clue!” begged Gus. “Tell me what to do!”


“I’ve already told you a great deal,” objected the crow. “The intrinsic mystery of Impicturement must be preserved. However, since this is such an unusual situation, I’ll give you some additional information. Listen carefully, because this is all I can tell you:








To leave the Forest of No Return


Each traveller through it has to yearn


For one thing—all else must be forsworn.


Then every innocent heart and mind


Must stop the Void from claiming life—


Escape will depend on speed and might.


Lives will again come under threat


From creatures truly merciless


Who descend on you with airborne death.


Then you’ll have to risk a rout


In the realm of heat and drought


Where cruelty crawls from underground.


At last, the Stonewall opens wide


When you locate the catch inside


Bringing you closer to home Outside.


But there’s no escape if you don’t beware


The Wickedesses which, with lethal brawn,


Hold sway over every creature born


For the power of life and death is theirs.











After reciting this, the crow swiftly took off again without waiting for Gus’s reaction. Confused and concerned, Gus turned round to question the black butterfly, but it too had disappeared: Gus was alone again. He thought over what the crow had just told him. It sounded like he’d have to perform all kinds of Mission: Impossible-style feats to escape from the picture. In fact, none of that information seemed to be much help. It just implied that things were going to get a whole lot worse. A Void that claims life? Merciless creatures? The lethal brawn of the Wickedesses? He wasn’t cut out for this kind of adventure! But what choice did he have? None at all, and he knew it. If he failed, he’d be devoured by the Wickedesses and lost for ever.


He looked around again. In other circumstances, he would have loved this place. Everything was so big! The peace and quiet of the forest was doing nothing to allay his fears, so he set off towards its dark interior, taking care not to step on a sleeping plant. He made his way through a maze of trees silhouetted against the sky like black stakes. The forest grew thicker as he walked between the giant trunks. Around him, the moss rose and fell with the rhythm of shallow breathing, accompanied by the gentle movement of the trees’ foliage as it swayed in a strange breeze that seemed to come from the leaves themselves then rise into the sky. When Gus stopped walking, everything froze, becoming as motionless as a photo. The plants were so still that they seemed to be holding their breath to keep a better eye on him. He found that even more frightening than when they were speaking directly to him. “I’m becoming totally paranoid… Is anyone there?” he asked hesitantly.


There was total silence. Conversely, though, everything inside his body seemed to be amplified and was making a terrible racket, which further increased his anxiety: the sound of his blood flowing through his veins was as deafening as a motorway at rush hour. His heart had become a massive gong and his lungs were puffing like a steam engine. His empty stomach suddenly growled with a dull rumble that sounded like distant thunder. Gus jumped, upset by the unusual din made by his own body.


“Is anybody there?” he called again. “Please answer me!”


Exhausted and fraught with worry, Gus sank down onto the ground and stretched out. The ground was silky-soft like fur but, even though he was comfortable and bone-weary, Gus had absolutely no desire to risk falling asleep.


“I’m going to die here all alone,” he groaned. “Of hunger, for a start,” he added, rubbing his stomach. “I’d never have thought I’d end up like this. What a rubbish way to die…”


He lay there for a while, tortured by his thoughts. Just picturing his parents brought tears to his eyes. Would he ever see them again? They had to be out of their minds with worry. And what about Oksa? And the Runaways? They’d do their utmost to get him out of this mess… He had to keep his spirits up. Instinctively, he squeezed the bag he’d been wearing over his shoulder ever since Oksa had asked him to look after it. There was something wriggling inside. He opened the bag and the Tumble-Bawler—his best friend’s personal and living alarm—looked out in bewilderment.


“Tumble!” cried Gus. “You have no idea how good it is to see a friendly face!” The Tumble-Bawler crawled out of the bag, its conical body swaying back and forth.


“The Young Gracious’s friend is too kind…” it said, blushing.


“Do you know where we are?”


Since the Tumble-Bawler was an expert at pinpointing locations, Gus hoped it might have some idea.


“One thing is certain: we’re in Great Britain, in London, Young Master. Centre-centre-west, to be exact, Bean Street, St Proximus College, first floor, third classroom from the main staircase, north wall, four feet and eleven inches up from the floor, seven feet and two inches from the west corner, twenty-one feet and one inch from the east corner.”


“Um… right,” muttered Gus in astonishment. “Do you think you could be even more precise? Where are we exactly?” he added, waving his arm at the strange forest around them.


“We’re in the picture, of course, Young Master!” replied the Tumble-Bawler, rocking back and forth furiously. “We’re in the picture, which is fourteen point nine inches long by nine point eight inches high. I can’t be any more precise than that, but that’s not my fault. I can’t see any of the four cardinal points, and there’s no indication of height or depth. Distances, time and measurements don’t exist, but the atmosphere is breathable…”


“Yes, I had noticed,” murmured Gus.


“…and there are several superimposed levels. No,” continued the Tumble-Bawler, “the levels aren’t superimposed: they’re nested inside one another.”


“Like Russian dolls?”


The small creature nodded, then turned and scuttled back into the shelter of the bag. Gus, feeling more sceptical and despairing than ever, said nothing for a moment, staring into the silent shadows of the undergrowth.
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“Come on, son, don’t lose hope…”


Gus jumped and looked up. He scanned the ground for the headed root which had so unexpectedly chatted to him earlier. Several plants in a clump at the foot of the tree seemed to be watching him. One of them, topped with an enormous downy ball, leant towards the quivering berries and whispered something that Gus didn’t understand.


“If at first you don’t succeed, then try, try, try again,” repeated the voice.


Gus suddenly noticed a figure standing nearby in the gloom of the dense forest. He remembered that voice: he’d heard it before… but where?


“Don’t be afraid,” it continued. “Please don’t be afraid.”


Gus braced himself for the worst. As the indistinct figure slowly walked out of the forest, he stared wide-eyed. It was the woman from the portrait in the classroom, the woman who’d lured him into this awful trap. In no time at all she was standing right in front of him with an enigmatic smile on her face.
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IMPICTUREMENT





OKSA AND ZOE EXCHANGED A LOOK OF MINGLED concern and amazement. Opposite them, Dragomira seemed about to faint. Pale and worried, she grabbed Abakum’s hand and squeezed it hard.


“Impicturement…” she murmured miserably.


Abakum took a deep breath, stroked his short beard and closed his eyes. When he reopened them he looked intensely troubled, which did nothing to reassure the others, who had no idea what “Impicturement” might be. If the Fairyman was that worried, then things were serious.


“It’s impossible,” said Abakum emotionally. “I can accept that Reminiscens might have been Impictured, but not Gus!”


“You mean… my gran isn’t dead?” broke in Zoe.


“She won’t have had an easy time of it,” whispered Leomido. “But, thank God, yes, she’s alive.” Despite the circumstances, Zoe closed her eyes, weak with relief.


“What about Gus?” ventured Oksa with a panicky glance at Pierre and Jeanne, who seemed to be rooted to the spot with horror.


The Runaways looked at each other in confusion. No one dared to say anything, as if the words might inflict unbearable pain. As usual, Oksa was the one who broke the silence:


“If Reminiscens is alive inside the picture, then Gus must be too, mustn’t he?” she asked briskly. “It stands to reason! The picture in the science room at St Proximus is the last thing Gus saw. He took a photo of it, then disappeared!”


Everyone turned to look at Reminiscens’s portrait on the screen.


“That’s what Impicturement is, isn’t it?” continued Oksa. “Gus is trapped in the picture with Reminiscens!” Jeanne groaned, and collapsed onto her chair. At her side, her husband clenched his fists in anger.


“Gus can’t have been Impictured,” he declared, shaking.


“But Reminiscens obviously has!” said Dragomira.


“There might have been a reason why she was…” continued Abakum. “But not Gus… It’s impossible, I tell you!”


“Why?” cried Oksa forcefully. “You can see there can’t be any other explanation!”


“The Young Gracious has truth in her mouth,” said the Lunatrix, his eyes open wide. “The Runaways must absorb this certainty in their heart: the friend of the Young Gracious has sustained Impicturement, the revelation is crammed with tragedy, but it assumes a covering of indisputability.”


“Thank you, my Lunatrix,” said Dragomira, patting the small creature’s fuzzy yellow head. “I’m very much afraid that we have to face facts. I’m stunned that such a thing could have happened. Can anyone explain it? Naftali? Brune? You were Servants of the High Enclave before the Great Chaos—do you know the laws governing Impicturement? I was so young when we had to flee our beloved Edefia… All I remember is that only those who’ve committed serious offences or crimes can be Impictured as a result of a court ruling. It’s a kind of imprisonment, isn’t it?”


“Yes, in principle,” agreed Naftali Knut, the towering, bald-headed Swede. “But it’s so much more than imprisonment. Impicturement is a powerful, highly complex spell—which is why it’s generally so reliable. That’s why I’m so astounded by what’s happened, my friends.”


“What do you mean?” asked Dragomira, narrowing her fierce blue eyes.


“I mean that the process is immediately stopped if there’s any error of judgement.”


“So there can’t have been a judicial error?” asked Oksa.


“No,” replied Naftali, in a throaty voice. “But let me explain… People sometimes commit serious crimes against others, through greed, despair or madness. In Edefia, society was based on notions of equality and harmony, which helped citizens to avoid these pitfalls. When we arrived on the Outside, we discovered a world that seemed much more inclined to indulge in criminal activities, a world where certain individuals were willing to risk their freedom for wealth, glory or love. Not to mention heads of state capable of tearing each other apart and endangering their populace for obscure political or religious reasons… We were all shocked at how little people valued life here because, in Edefia, nothing was more important, and this fundamental belief influenced how Edefians went about their daily business. Naturally, there was the odd individual who didn’t value these convictions so highly. Edefia experienced acts of violence, conspiracy and murder, just like the Outside. The only difference is that those crimes were very rare…”


“Until the Great Chaos,” broke in Oksa.


“That’s right,” agreed Naftali. “The Great Chaos resulted in a tidal wave of violence, worse than we’d ever experienced before. We weren’t at all prepared for mayhem on such a grand scale. That was our main weakness and one of the worst contributory factors in our downfall: what was good and right couldn’t triumph over evil.”


The tall Swede fell silent for a moment, his emerald eyes fixed on his trembling hands. His wife, Brune, nervously fiddled with one of the many silver rings on her long fingers and looked encouragingly at her husband.


“It’s possible that mankind is not as good as we’d have liked to believe,” continued Naftali. “Some people are, certainly. But it would appear that goodness is not an innate quality: it’s acquired over time, passed on from one person to another, maybe even learnt… My life on the Outside has provided me with ample food for thought on this subject: being good here isn’t easy because there are so many temptations. Insiders have understood this from the dawn of time: Edefia was founded on charitable principles which formed the basis for people’s behaviour and were handed down from generation to generation, all the more easily because society had been designed to promote these core values. But, as I said, being good doesn’t come naturally to everyone and, despite the efforts of the vast majority, some individuals proved violent, and others even committed murder.”


“Marpel,” murmured Oksa. “The man who killed Gonzal to steal the Nontemporentas…”


“Yes, Marpel is a good example,” remarked Naftali. “Or perhaps I should say a bad example! He had violent tendencies, even as a child. He rejected the concept of hard work, either to improve the stability of our society or to meet his own needs: he expected other people to do everything for him without giving anything back in return. He began stealing as an adult, first in secret, then openly, not thinking twice about taking down anyone in his way. The jewellery-factory owner was one of his last victims and that’s what caused Marpel to be Impictured. And he would probably have been Impictured again for murdering old Gonzal. But that’s another story… Impicturement, unlike imprisonment—which is what happens on the Outside—forces the Impictured individual to withdraw from the world in order to become a better person. In Edefia we don’t pay for our mistakes, nor are we fined: we believe the only way for someone to make amends is to improve what can be improved.”


“What if… someone is all bad?” asked Oksa. “What if there’s no good in them at all?”


“Even the worst person on earth has room for improvement, darling!” insisted Dragomira. Naftali and Brune raised their eyebrows in obvious scepticism.


“I’m not as idealistic as your gran, Oksa,” continued Brune. “But yes, in Edefia we were convinced that it was crucial to work on an individual’s intrinsic qualities. That was the fundamental aim of Impicturement.”


“So Marpel did have some qualities?” asked Oksa.


“Of course!”


“What were they? Can you give me some examples?”


“No,” admitted Brune.


“Why? He was Impictured, so how come you don’t know how he became a better person? That’s such a cop-out!”


Despite the tense situation, everyone smiled at Oksa’s annoyance.


“The criminal does not display his inner embellishment to others,” said the Lunatrix. “Impicturement provides the ordeal and the Soul-Searcher produces the assessment.”


Oksa clicked her tongue and frowned sceptically.


“I’m sorry, Lunatrix. I usually manage to follow what you’re saying, but I didn’t understand…”


“That’s because, as we mentioned earlier, Impicturement is so complex,” continued Naftali. “When someone is arrested for a serious offence, they’re brought before the Gracious who decides whether to cast the Impicturement Spell; an Imagicon—a canvas with magical properties made by the Ageless Fairies—is unrolled, stretched taut and fixed to a frame. The offence is read out aloud and appears on the Imagicon. The criminal then blows on the words. His breath spreads through the material until it reaches the Soul-Searcher. The Soul-Searcher is the spirit of the Imagicon—its heart and mind. When the Soul-Searcher receives the criminal’s breath and the statement of their crimes, it carefully searches the hidden recesses of their secret self. After careful consideration, it decides if they deserve Impicturement or not. If they do, then the Soul-Searcher creates a series of ordeals intended to encourage the criminal to improve what can be improved in their nature. These ordeals are noted indelibly within the Imagicon, which then prepares to welcome the criminal, whose portrait slowly forms on the fibres of the canvas. The criminal lets a drop of their blood fall onto the Imagicon as a guarantee of their identity and they are then Impictured or sucked into the picture in order to carry out the series of ordeals devised by the Soul-Searcher. If they can overcome these ordeals, thereby successfully mastering their own demons and giving the best of themselves, they will be released.”


The room was filled with a stunned silence. They were all struggling to catch their breath and exchanging fearful glances. Once more, Oksa asked the question on everyone’s lips:


“Can the Soul-Searcher get it wrong?”


She glanced anxiously at Gus’s parents, who were more frightened to hear the answer than anyone else.


“It just isn’t possible…” Naftali struggled to say. “The Soul-Searcher never Impictures an innocent person.”


“How can you be so sure?” continued Oksa.


“I’ve attended several trials for offences punishable by Impicturement,” replied Naftali. “The Soul-Searcher has never been wrong. Even when we were all convinced that someone was guilty, it turned out that we were mistaken. And there is one other important detail I should give you: in Edefia’s history, only criminals guilty of attempted murder have been Impictured.”


“But Gus has never killed anyone!” cried Oksa, in a panic. “So why has he been Impictured?”


Naftali looked at the Young Gracious, then Gus’s parents, before whispering in a choked voice:


“I’m very much afraid that the Soul-Searcher has fallen victim to an evil spell.”
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A TRAGIC MISTAKE





BY THE TIME DAWN BROKE OVER BIGTOE SQUARE, THE Runaways had all faced the awful facts. No one could understand how such a thing could have happened, but they all knew in their heart of hearts that Gus had been Impictured. Jeanne and Pierre Bellanger were devastated and their friends were trying hard to comfort them, although it was Dragomira’s Lunatrix who did the best job of reassuring them.


“The Lunatrix possesses knowledge of the mystery of life and death,” he said, resting his plump hand on Jeanne’s shoulder. “He has mastery over the detection of who is living and who will never be living again. The present moment is accompanied by utter certainty: the friend of our Young Gracious is full of life and his presence honours the perilous picture in the company of the ill-fated Reminiscens. You must fill up your heart with this conviction.”


“I hope you’re right,” whispered Pierre, wringing his hands.


“My Lunatrix is always right, as you know,” said Dragomira, with a sad smile. “But I think we might be able to find out more from the Squoracle…” she added, rising to her feet.


Holding up her voluminous grey satin dress, she left the room to return shortly with the tiny hen, which was shivering with cold.


“My dear girls,” she said to Oksa and Zoe, as she stroked the Squoracle nestling against her, “this delicate little creature not only has the gift of determining where icy draughts come from or of gauging how many degrees the temperature is about to drop. It has quite another talent: it is able to divine the truth. If anyone can tell us what has happened, this creature can!”


Everyone looked at the little hen, which gave a violent shiver and snuggled even closer to Baba Pollock’s mohair wrap-over top.


“Squoracle, Gus has been Impictured…” said the old lady.


“I know that!” snapped the creature irritably. “But can someone tell me why it’s so cold when it’s almost summer?”


“Do I need to remind you that we’re in London, which means we’re just above the 45th parallel, a long way from the tropics, and that the temperature is twenty-two degrees centigrade, after all,” sighed Leomido wearily.


“That’s as maybe!” retorted the Squoracle, flapping its small reddish-brown wings in resentment. “But I’d have expected slightly more satisfactory temperatures!”


Oksa pulled a wry face at Zoe: the Squoracle never missed an opportunity to complain about the English climate.


“Can you tell us what’s going on with the picture?” asked Dragomira loudly, cutting short this conversation about the weather. “Has an evil spell been cast on the Soul-Searcher?”


“Obviously!” replied the Squoracle briskly. “The Soul-Searcher made a tragic mistake when it claimed Reminiscens instead of her twin brother, the Felon Orthon. He’d committed numerous crimes so he should have been Impictured, not her… Ever since that mistake, the Soul-Searcher has been spiralling out of control. It’s gone insane, just like I will if someone doesn’t shut that window!” squawked the little hen shrilly. “My feathers are like icicles!”


Leomido sighed and stood up to shut the window, which was letting in a trickle of balmy air.


“The Soul-Searcher’s mistake wasn’t a true mistake,” continued the Squoracle. “Reminiscens and the Felon Orthon share the same DNA, so there was some kind of mix-up—who knows if it was an accident or a deliberate act of sabotage?”


“What about Gus? What can you tell us about him?” asked Dragomira.


“The Soul-Searcher was completely thrown off balance by its mistake over the twins,” replied the Squoracle gravely. “The boy shouldn’t have been Impictured: two people cannot coexist in the same picture.”


The Squoracle shook its little head and pressed up against Dragomira, shivering as if frozen to the bone. The Runaways looked at each other in astonishment.


“The Young Gracious was the one who was summoned.”


“Good Lord!” exclaimed Dragomira, with her hand over her heart.


“But how could the Soul-Searcher have got it so wrong?” asked Oksa indignantly. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Gus and I aren’t exactly identical! You’d have to be totally barmy to mix the two of us up.”


“Squoracle, you mentioned that Reminiscens and Orthon share the same DNA,” continued Zoe, furiously pulling threads from the sleeve of her T-shirt. “That might explain why the Soul-Searcher made a mistake: they were identical, as far as it was concerned.”


The Squoracle nodded, trembling with cold.


“What if Gus had some of Oksa’s DNA on him? Would that be enough to confuse the Soul-Searcher?” continued Zoe.


“What do you mean?” asked the Squoracle sharply.


All the Runaways were listening intently and Zoe blushed at being the centre of attention.


“I think I can see where Zoe is going with this,” said Naftali, coming to her aid. “You think Gus might have had one of Oksa’s hairs on him, or…”


Everyone looked at Oksa, who frowned, lost in concentration. Suddenly, she smacked the palm of her hand against her forehead.


“OH NO!”


Everyone froze.


“Gus has my bag,” the Young Gracious informed them flatly.


“And… what’s in your bag?” said Pierre in a strangled voice.


“It couldn’t be any worse,” replied Oksa, finding it hard to catch her breath. “My Tumble-Bawler… my Caskinette… my Granok-Shooter…”


Dragomira looked at her in amazement. She was tempted to give vent to her sudden surge of anger, but didn’t want to aggravate the situation, especially as things had just gone from bad to worse. She clasped her hands and tried to calm herself down, but she wasn’t fooling the Runaways, who could see how upset she was. Oksa was beginning to realize the sheer magnitude of the disaster, which seemed to be all her fault. Her gran and Abakum had warned her: a Young Gracious should never hand over her tools to anyone, whatever the circumstances. Never. They could fall into the wrong hands and it wasn’t hard to guess what the outcome might be. But how could she have anticipated this?


Her nose began prickling and her eyes brimmed with tears. A sob filled her chest, making it hard to breathe and she inhaled deeply, hoping to relieve the pressure. When she met Dragomira’s gaze, which was blazing with anger—she would have staked her life on it—she felt even more choked.


“What have I done?” she whispered almost inaudibly.


“Do you understand now what we meant when we warned you? Even the smallest act of stupidity can cost us dearly,” thundered Dragomira, struggling to control her temper.


“We’re all in great danger,” continued Abakum, sounding overwhelmed. “Every second. We have to remember that.”


“Let’s not waste time crying over spilt milk,” said Naftali firmly. “We need to act, and quickly! We have to rescue the picture. If someone else gets their hands on it before us—”


Oksa looked up at the tall Swede. If someone else got their hands on the picture, they’d never see Gus again.
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NINJA FATHER AND DAUGHTER





THAT EVENING, OKSA FELT AS THOUGH THE NIGHT would never come. By the time the shadows had finally started to lengthen and the sky grow dark, the Young Gracious felt as though she was about to explode with impatience. She’d bitten off her last remaining nail and kept looking outside in exasperation.


“Is it time yet? Can we go?” she asked for the umpteenth time that evening.


Her father examined the sky again and looked gravely at Oksa. Then, to hide his emotion, he knelt down to lace his lightweight shoes. Pavel Pollock was a worrier. He’d always found it hard to accept his remarkable origins and, over the past few months, not a week had gone by without a reminder that he was the son of both Dragomira, the Old Gracious with amazing powers, and Vladimir, the Siberian shaman. But he was also Oksa’s father, and his daughter was the Runaways’ only means of returning to the Lost Land of Edefia. She was their Last Hope… After trying and failing to thwart the unalterable destiny of the Runaways—and, whether he liked it or not, he was one of them—he’d set himself one priority: to protect his wife and only daughter. Marie Pollock was still suffering the effects of the poisoned soap from their sworn enemy, Orthon-McGraw and, although it wasn’t Pavel’s fault that his wife’s condition was deteriorating, it felt like a personal failure. The fact that he hadn’t been able to help anyone up till now was festering in his heart like an open sore that wouldn’t heal. Now it was time to prove to his family and friends that they could count on him as much as Abakum and Leomido.


“Get ready to leave, Oksa,” he said flatly. “Let’s go and get this picture.”
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Although it was dark when they arrived at the imposing entrance to St Proximus College, a few streets away from Bigtoe Square, the street was brightly lit, which could jeopardize the Pollocks’ mission. Unlike Oksa, Pavel was well aware of the risks they were running by entering the college uninvited in the middle of the night. He had no intention of breaking in, though—as far as he was concerned, this was just a little “visit”, and the use of his special gifts should be enough. He pointed his index finger at the street lamps, which immediately winked out one after the other, plunging the street into protective darkness. Oksa gave a small cry of admiration.


“Brilliant!” she whispered. “I must learn how to do that.”


“Come on…” murmured her father, adjusting his black scarf over his face.


“You look like a real ninja, Dad!” remarked Oksa, looking at her father dressed all in black from head to toe.


“So do you, Oksa-san,” he replied in a whisper.


“I’m ready, Most Revered Master,” she said, pulling on her own fabric mask.


She just had time to notice the amused yet deeply sad expression in her father’s eyes, before he ran with feline grace towards the perimeter wall around the college. With his feet sticking to the stone, he scaled the wall with the agility of a spider. Watching her father in admiration, the Young Gracious rose in a perfect Vertiflight. Then, hand in hand, father and daughter descended on the other side.
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St Proximus was dark and empty. There wasn’t a soul about. The only movement came from the centre of the courtyard, where the steady play of water from the stone fountain glittered in the darkness. The gargoyles overlooking the courtyard from the roof were silhouetted against a sky bathed in the orangey glow of the city lights. Looking up at them, Oksa shivered, momentarily imagining that those stone monsters were about to slip their shackles to swoop down and devour her.


“Come on, let’s not waste any time,” murmured Pavel, pulling her towards the cloister bordering the courtyard.


Silently, they entered one of the four ground-floor corridors. The moon cast a cold radiance over the statues standing along this passageway paved with large polished flagstones. To her surprise, Oksa didn’t feel any safer. She had the awful feeling she was being followed and looked back over her shoulder. Was it Abakum? Had the Fairyman turned into a shadow again so that he could go with them and protect them? No. There were no shadows. Just the impassive gaze of the statues lining the corridor. Oksa’s heart was pounding so hard that she was starting to feel sick. What was going on? Was she afraid? It had to be the first time, if she was. If Gus had been there, he’d have looked at her in astonishment and nudged her in the ribs, saying: “Hey, Ninja-Oksa! Do I have to remind you that I’m the coward, not you!” Gus… She missed him so much. What if the Runaways didn’t work out what to do? What if the evil spell cast on the Soul-Searcher was too strong to be broken? This horrible thought filled Oksa with dread. Her heart turned over at the idea that her loyal friend might be lost for ever in that fiendish picture. She stood there, breathless with panic, staring at one of the statues, which was eyeing her sternly. Picking up on its mistress’s anxiety, the Curbita-Flatulo began undulating on her wrist. Oksa gave a shiver as feelings of reassurance immediately washed over her.
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