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‘REPORT, CAPTAIN.’

‘General, we collected the boy; Quentin, and placed him in Edgewater.’

‘That’s where we had the break-in, right?’

‘Yes, Sir. This presented us with three problems. How they found the school. How they broke in. And why they broke into the Records Room.’

‘And you solved them all?’

‘Yes, Sir, with the help of Quentin and his friends. Quentin’s parents, Mark and Jenny James, sent a note warning they had discovered a rogue organisation called I.O.N, the International Organisation of Nexus.’

‘Well, that sounds made up nonsense,’ interrupted the General.

‘Precisely, Sir, but we looked into it anyway and there was some truth to it.’

‘Go on.’

‘Quentin and his friends discovered a Russian boy, Tim, real name; Konstantin Gurov was undercover in our school and had scaled the walls outside the Records Room and got in that way.’  

‘Clever.’

‘Yes, Sir. Tim attends the Russian School of Excellence, which, as you know, is their version of Edgewater.’

The General nodded.

‘So that’s the how. The why; Mark and Jenny had sent a coded message to the Russians, warning them about I.O.N but they couldn’t decode it. They thought the key might be in Mark’s school file.’

‘Was it?’

‘No, Sir, but Quentin was able to decode the entire message. He’s a bright lad, that one.’

‘So we know the How and the Why of the break in. What about how they found the location of Edgewater?’

‘A double agent, General. A teacher, code name; Miss Magenta. She sent the GPS co-ordinates to Graham Cole.’

‘Where is she now?’

‘In custody, Sir, we will exchange her for one of ours at some point.’

The General nodded.

‘Okay, Captain, that will be all.’

Unwin saluted and left the office.

The General picked up the decoded message. 

I.O.N IS REAL

WE NEED TO DEAL

THEY SEEK TO CAUSE UNREST

BETWEEN EAST AND WEST

GO WHERE THE LOCH OF ARTHUR FLOWS

BEWARE BELARUS AGENTS ARE MOLES

CHAPTER ONE

BOOT CAMP

‘Why are we here?’ Clive asked.

Unwin just said, ‘Training,’ and got out of the car.

Through the windows, they could see an Army barracks; with soldiers everywhere, some marching, some just walking, some working on the trucks and jeeps parked in a row. Two soldiers were standing by a hut, watching and waiting. When they noticed the car, they sprung into action and walked over.

Quentin looked at Mel. 

‘Don’t worry, it will be fun,’ was all she said and got out, too.

The kids looked at each other and decided that it was a good idea to join her and, one by one, they scrambled out of the car. They stood together and watched as the soldiers saluted Mel and Unwin. Whilst they were chatting, the two men kept looking toward the kids. They didn’t seem very happy at all.

After another snappy salute, Mel and Unwin walked towards one hut, whilst the two men walked towards the children.

‘I have a bad feeling about this,’ Quentin said glumly, sensing a lot of running in his imminent future.

‘All right you lot, come with me,’ one soldier said, turning on his heels, clearly expecting the children to obey.

Again, the kids exchanged glances and then followed the soldiers.

He led them to a smaller hut at the end of a row of huts. Once inside, they saw there were four beds, each with a footlocker at the end, and four wardrobes.

‘This is your billet; this is where you will sleep. You will keep your billet tidy, understood?’

The children nodded.

‘You will answer the Corporal when the Corporal asks you a question,’ boomed a voice behind them; making them jump.

They turned to see the other soldier standing in the doorway.

Turning back to face the Corporal, and in a chorus, they said, ‘Yes, Corporal.’

‘In the wardrobe, you will find your fatigues. You will change into your fatigues and be outside in ten minutes. Is that understood?’

‘Yes, Sir, Corporal Sir!’ they shouted together, enjoying themselves.

The Corporal very nearly smiled, not quite, but very nearly.

He left the billet in military style, marching out, arms swinging, and boots thumping.

The children cast one look at each other and then rushed to the same wardrobe. 

‘This is my one,’ yelled Clive.

‘Mine,’ bagged Bluey.

‘I saw it first,’ claimed Vicky.

‘Me too,’ shouted Quentin, deciding to take a chance and join in with the others.

‘STAND BY YOUR BEDS!’ 

The kids all stopped talking at once.

Turning, they saw the Corporal standing there.

‘Stand by your beds,’ he repeated sternly.

‘We don’t know which bed is whose,’ said Clive. ‘Corporal, Sir, Corporal,’ he added with a grin.

The Corporal let out a sigh.

‘They have your names on them, on the footlockers and on the wardrobes.’

The children looked at the wardrobe they had been fighting over and it said BLUEY on the door.

‘Ha!’ said Bluey. ‘Told you it was mine.’

‘Uh hum.’ was the only sound the Corporal made, but it had the desired effect. Bluey blushed, and no longer gloated.

The other kids looked at the other wardrobes and footlocker until they were each standing at the end of a bed.

‘You now have only eight minutes to get changed and be outside.’

The Corporal turned and left.

The children rushed to their wardrobes and saw green overalls hanging up, together with a green T-shirt and green socks and big black boots.

‘Do you think it comes in any other colour?’ asked Vicky, grinning.

They all laughed and would have kept on laughing and joking had they not heard the voice from outside.

‘FIVE MINUTES!’

They rushed to get changed, and all clomped outside in their heavy army boots.

The Corporal watched them as they emerged from their billet, noticing they were all looking at their feet.

‘You will get used to the boots.’ 

Quentin raises his hand.

‘Yes?’ asked the Corporal.

‘Can we accessorise?’

‘What?’

‘Can we accessories? I have a belt that would look great with this shade of green and a scarf.......’

‘NO! You mostly certainly cannot accessorise.’ 

‘Oh,’ said Quentin, disappointed.

‘Line Up!’

The children shuffled into line and waited with butterflies in their tummies.

‘We are going for a short run.’ The Corporal pointed up a slope. ‘Up there.’

Quentin thought it looked a very steep slope and groaned.

‘Silence in the ranks!’ the Corporal barked.

He looked at the children, who were all grinning at him, and he glared, trying to maintain correct army discipline.

‘Okay, following me.’ 

The Corporal jogged up the hill. He set a very slow pace and ran around the four of them, encouraging them along. He noticed Quentin was the slowest, but admired the look of determination on his face not to fall too far behind or give up, and he gave him the most encouragement. 

‘Good lad, coming first is not important; not giving up is. Keep it up, lad.’

Quentin chose not to respond or even nod because he didn’t want to waste any energy at all, but his stride lengthened and his head came up, showing he had heard.

The Corporal ran back up to the front where Bluey was making the pace. 

Sensible girl, he thought. 

He could see she was holding back, keeping the run at a pace the others could manage. 

This is a good unit; he thought, and for the first time, warmed to his assignment.

They got to the top of the rise, and he ordered them to stop.

They were breathing hard, but had made it without stopping. Even Quentin, who had come on leaps and bounds fitness wise since making friends with the others.

‘Now you orrible lot,’ the Corporal said. ‘Let’s see what you’re made of. Here we have an obstacle course. You are a team, and you will work as a team. Am I understood?’

‘Yes, Corporal, Sir, Corporal... Sir!’ 

The children all looked at each other. 

‘Sir Corporal, Sir?’ Clive looked confused. 

Bluey shrugged. 

‘I thought it was Corporal, Sir, Corporal?’

They all looked at the Corporal expectantly. He should know, after all.

The Corporal looked up at the sky and just pointed to the course.

The children needed no further invitation. It looked such fun. They raced to the first obstacle, which was a beam about four feet off the ground, with two further beams, one to run up, and the other to run down. 

Clive was first up and over without an issue. 

Bluey ran up and then did a cartwheel along the beam, landing perfectly on the narrow surface before running down the other end.

Vicky was slower, walking across with her arms outstretched. 

They all turned to watch Quentin; who surprised them all by running up, across, and down without hesitation. 

They cheered and, together with Quentin, ran to the next obstacle, the Corporal running alongside, keeping an eye on them.

He watched with keen interest as they approached the wall. 

It was six feet high. For an adult, no problem, jump, and climb over; for the children, this was too high for one to jump unaided.

CHAPTER TWO
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TEAMWORK
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CLIVE SIZED UP THE challenge, put his back to the wall, and cupped his hands.

Without pause, Bluey ran up, placing her foot into his hands. She sprung up the side of the wall. 

She sat on top, waiting for her friends. 

Vicky was next and took her lead from Bluey; she placed her foot into Clive’s hands and sprung up the wall. 

Bluey caught her arm and helped her scramble up and over the wall, making room for Quentin, who followed right after.

Both Bluey and Quentin then laid flat on top of the wall, each with an arm dangling down. 

Clive took a long run, leapt for the outstretched arms, catching both, lifting him up and over the wall. 

The Corporal felt shivers down his arms and couldn’t stop himself from shouting out in excitement. 

‘Yes, Yes, Yes, well done.’

The children ran to the next obstacle, where a cadet was waiting to hand them their ropes to swing across a huge mud puddle.

Clive and Bluey sailed across with ease, but Vicky let out a small scream as she got halfway and lost her grip, falling into the mud, and struggled to get to her feet.

Quentin ran right past the offered rope, launching himself into the mud to help her, and together they struggled out of the mire and onto the other side, covered from head to toe in muck.

‘Good girl,’ The Corporal said, as Vicky grinned and took off for the next obstacle.

Quentin was also grinning. ‘Corporal,’ he said, and gave a salute, which the Corporal automatically returned. He glowered at some cadets who were laughing and took off after the children.

They scampered through the half-buried pipes and leapt over the pile of logs before throwing themselves flat to crawl under the netting, through more mud and water.

The kids were having a blast. They raced to the next obstacle, which was a log carry.

As Clive ran up, he saw the objective.

‘Bluey, Quentin, take that one,’ he said, pointing to his right. 

‘Vicky, you’re with me.’

They moved seamlessly, taking their assigned logs up onto their shoulders and moving down the course. 

‘This is not a race,’ barked the Corporal, seeing they were competing.

The kids slowed down to a walk, which became a fast walk, then a faster walk, then an all-out run to where a cadet was standing. Her job was to show where they should put their logs down. 

Before the cadet or the Corporal could say anything, 

‘Place the logs down!’ 

Both sets of children launched the light logs off their shoulders, sending the poor cadet diving out of the way. The children were off and running for the next obstacle, yelling back, ‘Sorry,’ as the poor cadet extracted herself from the bushes she had thrown herself into in order to avoid the flying logs. 

Next, the cargo net. They had to climb a huge net before travelling to the end of the course on the zip wire. 

The four scrambled up the net. It was hard going as the gaps were for adults, but they gamely struggled upwards. They were all tired, arms and legs weakening, but none of them were going to give up. 

They shouted encouragement to each other, which put the Corporal out of a job, as he would usually bark positive and sometimes not so positive encouragements himself.

Bluey made it to the top first, with Clive not far behind. They both knelt at the top, looking down at Quentin and Vicky. 

‘Come on, Vicky, nearly there,’ called Clive.

‘You are doing so great, Quentin, just a little further!’ yelled Bluey.

It was not long before both Quentin and Vicky were lying on the top, breathing hard.

‘One last obstacle to go!’ 

Clive pulled everyone to their feet. 

‘Come on, they saved the best till last!’

They all moved slowly, but when they saw the zip line, they felt their energy return.

‘Vicky, you first, then Quentin. Bluey, next and I’ll go last,’ organised Clive.

Vicky put her hands on the straps and held onto the grips before launching herself off the platform. 

‘Whoooo ooooooo,’ she yelled, as she flew down the line.

Once she was down, they pulled up the wheeled handle thingy, and Quentin slipped his hands through the loops and held on tight as he yelled, ‘DOMINOES!’ and threw himself into the air.

Clive and Bluey looked at each other. 

‘Dominoes? Do you think he means Geronimo?’ puzzled Bluey. 

Clive laughed. ‘You know, I think he did!’

Bluey’s turn came. She yelled, ‘DOMINOES!’ and flew down the cable.

Finally, Clive was down as well, and all four were red-faced, tired but very happy.

‘Okay, you lot, let’s jog back to the barracks and you can shower and change. Time for chow.’ 

The Corporal didn’t wait and jogged back to the camp.

As the four children caught up with the Corporal, they could see an army squad up ahead, jogging in formation. 

As they passed an officer, he yelled,

‘Who are you?’ 

‘Airborne!’ the soldiers replied in unison.

‘Where do you go?’ the officer bellowed.

‘Where we’re sent!’ 

As the children approached, the officer looked at them and called,

‘Who are you?’

Quentin stopped and stuck out his hand.

‘Hello. I’m Quentin James. Pleased to meet you.’

The Corporal let out a laugh before he could catch it and quickly stood to attention behind the young man and saluted. 

‘New Cadets, Sir. Here for some training.’

The Officer returned the salute. 

‘Very good, carry on, Corporal.’

The Corporal snapped a second salute. 

‘Yes, Sir!’ 

Quentin pointed to their hut. 

‘We’re going over there,’ and took off at a run to catch up with the others.

Only after he’d gone did the Officer allow himself to chuckle. 

‘I must be getting old,’ he said, shaking his head slightly. ‘I could have sworn there were only three children.’

CHAPTER THREE

ORIENTEERING

‘Right, you, orrible lot, take your seats.’

Grinning at each other, they sat down. They loved being called the “orrible lot.”

Reporting as instructed to the Operations Hut after dinner, they were sitting in their fatigues, black boots, with ponchos over their shoulders. Backpacks, with torches and snacks they had pilfered from the dining hall, sat at their feet. They loved the official-sounding words: Operations Hut, Chow, Billet, and were having so much fun. This was a great start to their holiday.

‘Right, this evening you will go on an orienteering exercise, travelling over several miles of rough terrain using a map and a compass to navigate from point to point. You will have an Ordnance Survey map, which will show you the terrain and its features  — woods, hills, rivers and so on.’ 

‘Questions?’ 

Seeing there were none, the Corporal waved them over and spread the map out over the table so they could all see it.

‘Here you will see where the ground rises by the closeness of the lines; here you can see the rivers and here the woods.’

The kids were all nodding as the Corporal pointed out the features on the map.

‘Here is your starting point, and these are the waypoints you are expected to reach along the route.’ 

The kids were listening closely, taking in every word. Quentin knew his friends were feeling the same thrill of adventure he did. Going out at night was always exciting, and having a mission to complete was just so much fun. He could hardly wait.

‘You will use this compass,’ the Corporal said, holding up an oblong piece of plastic, which had a compass set within it. 

‘As you will see, this compass is simple to use. The base has a long red line, which shows the direction to travel. Turn the compass in the direction you want to go. For example, your first waypoint is northeast, so line up NE with the direction line.’

He looked at the children to see if he had lost them, but they were focused and keen for him to continue. 

‘Now the red needle in the compass will always point north, so allow the needle to settle and turn yourself until the red needle lines up with North. Still with me?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ Clive responded. ‘The direction line will point northeast, which is where we need to go.’ 

‘Exactly. Be careful; it is a common mistake to line up the black part of the needle with North, and you end up walking in the opposite direction. Questions?’

Looking at each other, they shook their heads. 

‘No, Corporal, Corporal, Sir,’ they chorused.

The Corporal clapped his hands to his ears. 

‘Go, go, and follow the map,’ he instructed. ‘Each control point has a letter and a number. Write them down so I know which ones you found.’

‘Go!’

Grinning, they rushed out of the Operations Hut. The Corporal gave them a few minutes, then grabbed his rain gear and followed.

They raced up the slope and stopped at the top to catch their breath. Clive spread the map out on the ground, placed the compass on top, and waited for the needle to settle. 

‘The first waypoint is on the flat part of the hill, which is a little way past the obstacle course,’ he called out. 

The Corporal stood and watched them go. ‘Well, at least they are going in the right direction,’ he said aloud, before starting out after them. 

The four made the first checkpoint easily enough.

‘A1,’ called Bluey, as she read the marks on the wooden post. 

Clive placed the map down, and they all gathered around. 

‘There’s the next one.’ Bluey pointed out on the map. 

They could see it was north of their present location. That was easy, but Clive still turned the housing so it pointed north and allowed the needle to settle to see the red arrow pointing the same way.

‘Okay, let’s go.’ 

They set off but took it easy as they realised, looking at the map, they had a lot of ground to cover and had best conserve their energy.

Enjoying the walk, their path took them through footpaths and across some small streams, but nothing that was very challenging. 

‘Are you missing your parents?’ Quentin asked.

Clive grinned. 

‘Naaaa. If I know my folks, they will sit on the beach trying to get a tan. Mum will be asleep, and Dad will read his book. My brother will try to chat up the girls and wouldn’t want me along, so I’d be left building sandcastles. This is much more fun.’ 

‘Much the same here,’ said Bluey.

‘My folks are spending the summer decorating, so they’re happy that I could come with you guys. They felt bad I wouldn’t have an actual holiday this year until this came up,’ said Vicky.

Quentin nodded. 

‘My parents are deep undercover in China and will spend the summer searching the offices at night for details on I.O.N operations, its agents and its business ventures necessary to fund their works all over the world. Most importantly, they will search for information on which I.O.N agents are undercover within the CIA, MI6, FIS (which is the former KGB,) and Interpol.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ admitted Clive.

‘What’s that?’ 

‘That the KGB is now the FIS.’

‘Oh right, well actually the FIS is half of what the KGB was. It stands for Foreign Intelligence Service. The other half, the FSS, is the Federal Security Service. I looked it up on the Internet.’

Clive looked at Quentin, impressed. He could see the changes in his friend from when he first met him a year ago. He was becoming more confident and a little more outgoing these days.

‘There’s the second marker,’ Vicky called out, and they ran over to the wooden post.

‘A2,’ read Vicky, as Clive made a note on the map.

‘Next one is northwest of here.’ 

Clive checked the map and the compass, and it pointed them in the direction they had to travel. 

‘The terrain looks stonier, and we have that hill to climb.’ 

Shouldering their packs, they set off.

‘Okay, this one says B2?’ said Quentin, looking puzzled.

‘There are probably lots of different routes planned out. Otherwise, the soldiers eventually wouldn’t need the map. They’d just run from post to post,’ explained Clive.

‘Makes sense. Why don’t we stop here and have something to eat?’ Quentin suggested.

‘It’s already 8pm,’ said Vicky. ‘It’s light now, but a large part of our mission will be in the dark.’

‘Oooooh lovely,’ said Bluey, ‘it’s more exciting in the dark.’

‘Much,’ said Quentin, his eyes shining.

Clive told them stories about ghosts and zombies prowling the woods looking to eat their brains, of vampire bats seeking to suck their blood and snakes waiting to wrap their long scaly bodies around them and crush their bones. 

Vicky, Bluey, and Quentin, loving the tales, tried to outdo each other by adding their own grisly details.

They finished eating their food and tidied everything away, ensuring there was not a scrap of evidence they had ever been there.

*
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THE CORPORAL, WHO HAD been within earshot, lost his appetite with all the talk about the brain-eating, blood-sucking, bone-crushing monsters waiting in the woods. He wrapped up his jam sandwich.  

Perhaps I’ll fancy it later, he thought, putting it back into one of his many pockets. 

He followed them as they made their way down the hill, found the next marker at the base and worked out the direction of the next one.

*
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SETTING OFF AGAIN THROUGH the forest, the night was turning a darker blue and, among the trees, it was darker still, so they all had their torches out. 

‘Let’s use only two at a time,’ suggested Quentin. ‘Save the batteries and if we add the red filters, the Corporal gave us we can still read the map whilst maintaining our night vision.’

‘Excellent idea.’ Bluey congratulated him by ruffling his hair as she walked past.

Quentin smiled self-consciously. He was still getting used to the tactile nature of having friends; the back slaps, high fives, the hair ruffles, which were a habit of Bluey’s, and his favourite, holding hands.

‘I’ll lead with one torch. Quentin, you follow up the rear with the other. That should give us plenty of light,’ organised Clive.

‘Here’s the marker, A5,’ Bluey called out. 

They all froze as they heard a branch snap behind them. 

CHAPTER FOUR
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MR COLE
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CLIVE AND QUENTIN IMMEDIATELY switched off their torches.

‘What do you think that was?’ whispered Vicky. ‘A zombie?’ 

The laughter in her voice gave her away. She was not serious, nor was she scared. They all had a pretty good idea who it was — the Corporal.

‘Let’s get him,’ suggested Bluey.

‘If he loses sight of us, he should go to the marker and then continue on in a straight line to the next one. Then we can follow him,’ said Clive. 

They all nodded and crept away from the marker.

*
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THE CORPORAL FROZE when he heard the loud “snap!” of the branch. It had come from his right, so he knew it was not the kids. He slowly sank down into the undergrowth and waited.

*
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QUENTIN HAD TAKEN HIS place, waiting with barely suppressed glee for the Corporal to walk past, and then they would follow him.

Only it was not the Corporal who materialised out of the gloom.

He could not believe who was standing there, dressed in combat fatigues with camouflage pattern, making him hard to see in the shadows of the forest.

Mr Cole!

Quentin looked at Bluey, who looked at Vicky and then to Clive, who made a downward motion with the flat of his hand, and they all sank lower behind the bushes.

Mr Cole looked around the dell and spotted the marker before checking his map and moving off.

The children waited for a few minutes to make sure he had gone, then came out of their hiding places.

‘What’s he doing here? Could he have followed us?’ 

Quentin was shaken. This man kept popping up wherever he went, and he didn’t like the idea that somehow this man was able to follow him.

‘Let’s follow him and find out,’ Bluey suggested. 

Clive looked at Quentin and Vicky and, once they nodded, said,

‘Let’s wait for the Corporal to catch up. I don’t know about you, but I’d feel safer if he were with us.’

They didn’t have to wait long as he materialised right behind them as soon as he heard them say they would wait for him.

‘So you know this man, then?’ The Corporal took the lead, and they moved through the forest stealthily.

‘Yes, and no. We know he is an agent who works for... oh, wait, we cannot tell you; we signed the Office Secrets Act.’ Quentin apologised with a shrug of his shoulders.

‘It’s official,’ said the Corporal, ‘and so have I.’

‘Official?’ queried Quentin

‘Official,’ confirmed the Corporal

‘Official,’ agreed Clive

‘Oh, brother,’ Vicky was holding her head. ‘Why me?’

‘What’s up with her?’ the Corporal asked

‘Her?’ Clive checked, nodding his head towards Vicky

‘Her.’ The Corporal nodded

‘Oh, her,’ said Bluey, thinking they might have been talking about her.

‘Yes, her,’ said the Corporal.

‘Seriously?’ said Vicky. ‘One more “her” and I will slap someone.’

Quentin moved out of arm’s reach. Whilst Bluey liked to ruffle his hair, he noticed Vicky liked to slap. He loved that Vicky always seemed to see him, but he would have liked to have been invisible on more than one occasion, when she was in her slapping mood.

‘Mr Cole?’ 

The Corporal tried to steer the conversation back to the original topic.

‘Mr Cole,’ repeated Quentin, nodding, and got a slap around the head.

‘Warned you.’ 

‘You said if someone said “her,” I didn’t. I said Mr Cole.’ 

Quentin felt a little hard done by, not that it was a hard slap, even so, it was the principle of the thing.

‘Same difference.’ 

Quentin had no idea what that meant but chose wisely to drop it.

Vicky walked by, smiling, looking very satisfied with herself.

‘Mr Cole,’ he said, giving a look towards Vicky, ‘is an agent of I.O.N. He’s after me for some reason. He chased Unwin and me the night I went to Edgewater. Then we saw him again in the local town near our school and nowhere.’  

The Corporal thought about it for a moment. 

‘I don’t think it’s a coincidence, though how he knew you would be here is a mystery. Let’s see just what he is up to.’

Mr Cole had no idea he was being followed as the Corporal led them on a parallel path, catching glimpses of him through the trees.

They stopped and spread out as they came to a clearing where Mr Cole was speaking with three men, all dressed in army fatigues. They spoke for a few minutes, and Mr Cole gave the men an enormous stack of money and then disappeared into the forest. The three men gathered around dividing the money, which prevented the Corporal and the children from following Mr Cole further.
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