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SECOND YEARS
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‘KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED,’ said Clive, as he led the four dressed in the Lysander Warriors war game uniform of red body armour and full-face helmet, cleverly designed with speakers and microphone so they could communicate to one another. 

They ran as fast as they could across the battlefield towards the Edmonds Infiltrators’ camp. They were the last four survivors of the battle and needed the flag to win!

*
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AS SECOND YEARS, QUENTIN and his friends could now join the Lysander paintball team, and Clive and Bluey had been selected. 

When the Third Years, Susan and Graham, fell ill with the flu. Philip, the team captain, invited Quentin and Vicky to join the team. 

*
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THE FOUR HAD PROVEN unbeatable. In the first two Death Match battles, they had shown an awareness of each other that bordered on the supernatural. Spinning, ducking, and diving, they covered each other flawlessly; keeping up such a barrage of paintballs, they cut down the other team every time. 

Now, in the first Capture the Flag game, they were tasked with guarding the Lysander flag, whilst the older boys and girls on the team went for the enemy flag. They listened to the battle over the speakers in their helmets until it went quiet; a sure sign their teammates had all been hit.

*
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‘HOW MANY OF THE ENEMY are left, do you think?’ Bluey’s voice came over the speakers in their helmets.

‘Hard to tell, three, maybe four,’ said Clive. ‘Do we wait for the time to run out and take a draw or get the flag?’

‘Go for the flag,’ Quentin said.

Clive looked around at his friends. 

What fun!

They raced through the streets set up within the old factory, scanning the buildings for movement but detecting nothing.

Clive stuck his fist in the air, bringing them to a rapid halt. He knelt down and pointed ahead. 

Their team members lay where they had fallen. 

‘Looks like they walked into a trap,’ said Quentin.

‘There’s the flag,’ said Clive, looking at Quentin, waiting for him to come up with a plan.

‘After giving you and Bluey a chance to flank from the left and right, Vicky and I will head straight down this street. That should pull their fire, giving you two a chance to come from behind and take the flag.’ 

Clive looked around to see the others nod, saving their energies for the fight to come.

‘Quentin, you’re the leader for this one.’

Quentin nodded in acknowledgement.

Clive and Bluey took off in different directions, working their way around the buildings. 

Quentin stayed with Vicky, both squatting down and waiting.

‘Leader, this is Clive, in position.’

‘Leader, this is Bluey, in position.’

Quentin looked at Vicky. 

‘Ready?’

Vicky nodded. 

Quentin felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand, a mixture of trepidation and excitement as they closed in on their target.

Suddenly there was a pop and an ‘ouch’. Quentin looked back to see Vicky hit and falling to the ground.

*
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‘LYSANDER WINS!’

Quentin’s focus widened, becoming aware of his surroundings as his teammates slapped him on the back, congratulating him and dragging him along as they made the way back to their home base. 

Unlike last year, winning three games was not enough. Now, there were six games in all. They added a new mission called "Bases." The winning team was the one that held the most bases for the longest time. 

Quentin felt a rap on his helmet and turned to see Vicky. 

‘You okay?’ she asked.

Quentin tipped his head to one side and considered the question for a moment or two. 

‘Yes, fine.’

Vicky nodded, and they ran back to their HQ for the first “Bases” game.

‘Okay,’ they all heard Philip’s voice, ‘good game. Quentin, it was a reckless move to attack the last team members on your own. How you avoided getting hit whilst taking down all three is beyond me, but good job. Now, if we win this next game, we win the Match!’

*
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THINKING OF QUENTIN’S reaction when she got hit, Vicky felt her face blush. He had just yelled ‘NO!’ and charged the other team. Not madly or wildly, but controlled and deadly, as he took them out. 

It had given her chills to watch and a nice warm feeling in her tummy that hadn’t gone away. Together with her blush, she had a small smile too. Quentin didn’t know it yet. He was a boy, after all, and everyone knew boys were slower than girls in these matters, but she knew he liked her and she liked him liking her. She was not ready to admit to anyone that she liked him more than just liking him. He liked her, but she liked she knew that too.

‘Okay, everyone got that?’  

Vicky was startled; she hadn’t “got it,” and looked around in panic, wondering what she was supposed to do. 

‘Stuck looking after home base again. Want to join me and take the left?’ said Quentin, coming to her rescue.

Vicky was so relieved. Her first thought was I could kiss him right now. That startled her even more. Her next thought was floozy, her mum’s favourite word for girls who went around kissing boys. She giggled, then blushed again as everyone on her team looked around. Only Quentin looked at her. 

For some maddening reason, she couldn’t fathom how he always knew who was who when they were all dressed the same. It had to be some kind of trick. Like how he always knew the time, though he didn’t wear a watch. She hadn’t worked that out yet either, but she would.

She jumped as Quentin pulled on her arm, realising she had been standing in the middle of their camp, lost in thought, whilst everyone else was moving. 

The game had started? When had that happened? Shaking her head, she wondered what was up with her concentration. Quentin’s fault, she concluded, and raced over to join him as he hid amongst the barrels and sandbags that made up the left side of their base.

They listened as Philip reported they had made it to the middle base with no sign of the Edmonds Infiltrators. 

‘That’s strange; that’s where the first fight usually is — battling over the third base,’ said Quentin. 

Suddenly, Clive’s voice came over his headset. 

‘Contact, it’s the whole bloody lot of them.’

Quentin could see members of the Infiltrators’ team coming into sight from the right.

‘All nine?’ questioned Philip.

‘I count seven,’ Quentin said.

‘Confirmed,’ said Bluey.

‘Can you hold the base?’ asked Philip, already planning to take Edmonds’ Home base and hold all three, something no team had done.

‘Copy that,’ said Clive. ‘Quentin, Vicky, move to the centre, give us cover from there.’

‘Copy that,’ said Quentin. 

Quentin and Vicky moved; keeping themselves hidden by using the crates and barrels positioned around their camp.

‘Contact,’ said Clive as he released a hail of paintballs at the attacking force, hitting one and making the others spread out for cover. Two moved into Bluey’s range, and she let fly with a string of shots that took them both down. Three of the others raced for the centre, only to meet the paintballs of Quentin and Vicky, and they went down without firing a shot of their own. The last member, stuck between going back and going forward, was shot by Clive.

Philip had taken all but one of his team to the Edmonds’ camp and had captured the base, albeit he was the last one standing. With all three bases under their control and no enemy team left, the judges declared, 

‘LYSANDER WARRIORS WIN THE GAME AND THE MATCH!’

The crowds cheered and clapped, and the Lysander team jumped around in joy.

They shook hands with the Edmonds team and, with hugs and handshakes between themselves, the Lysander team made their way back to the dressing room.

They laughed and joked as they cleaned up and changed. Most of the jokes were about Quentin’s reckless charge at the three remaining Edmonds team members. 

‘Noooooooo,’ they mimicked as they ran, arms flapping all over the place. 

Which wasn’t in any way, a true representation, but very funny and had them all, including Quentin, laughing hysterically. 

Indeed, the joke never seemed to get old. At dinner, one boy would ask,

‘Would anyone like some juice?’ 

And the boys and girls called out 

‘Noooooooo!’ and wave their arms, sending them all into fits of laughter and more than one sprayed their food or drink over the table, which only made them laugh louder. The opportunities seemed endless, and even the teachers joined in, with Mr Black asking, 

‘Would anyone like dessert?’ 

The entire room had called back, ‘Noooooooo!’ and fell about with laughter. 

Confusion reigned when someone noticed the kitchen staff, not being in on the joke, taking away the dessert and called out ‘NOOOOO!’  

This set everyone off again, and the staff got a little cross, not knowing whether anyone wanted dessert or not. 

Luckily, the Headmaster had a quiet word, saving dessert. 

Quentin took it all in great spirit; unsure why he had reacted as he had, but feeling happy with himself, nevertheless. What had made the day even more special was Vicky saying, ‘Thank you,’ and kissing him on the cheek. 

Quentin was so happy he felt almost giddy. Representing Lysander filled him with an immense feeling in his chest, as if he was going to burst. He didn’t know what that was called, but he liked it. Winning the War Games had been the best feeling; he remembered a word from English class, elated, and thought that was the perfect word for how he felt.

But the best were the bubbles of excitement he felt every time he realised Christmas break started on Monday, just two days and he was going away. Again!  

Unwin and Mel were now married and were going to Unwin’s house up in Scotland, and they had invited him! He still couldn’t believe it. Once the others had found out, they had badgered Unwin and Mel to take them too, and they agreed! 

Quentin hugged himself as tingles rushed through his body. Truly the bestest feeling, he thought.
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A CREEPY SCARY HOUSE
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UNWIN PULLED THE CAR onto a short drive and stopped in front of a pair of gates. 

‘We’re here,’ he said excitedly. 

The kids looked at each other. These were exactly the gates one would expect to see in a horror movie. Right down to the two ugly gargoyles sitting on the stone pillars on either side. The gates themselves were covered in vines. Not healthy, green and vibrant vines, oh no. Dead, black-leaved, gnarly, twisty, about to come alive and grab you, vines.

‘Here she is,’ said Unwin proudly, looking back at the kids.

A loud craaaack as lightning flashed across the sky, followed by an almighty thunderous crash, shook the car. 

The kids screamed!

Surprised, Unwin hadn’t thought these kids would be afraid of a little thunder. He turned, concerned.

‘It’s all right, kids. It’s just light and noise. It can’t hurt you. Let’s get you into the house.’

The lightning had shown the house for a split second. If the gates were scary, the house was downright terrifying.

The kids looked aghast. 

‘You’re taking us into that scary arse house?’ said Clive.

‘Back in my day, if I used such language, my mum would say she and I would have a conversation with a bar of soap and her slipper!’ Mel said, still facing forward, which somehow made her words more ominous.

‘Would she?’ Clive whispered to Quentin.

Quentin shrugged his shoulders. 

‘The house is not scary. I grew up in that house. It’s great. You’re going to love it,’ said Unwin, getting out of the car and going to open the gates. 

Mel turned in her seat to look at the kids. 

‘It will be all right............,’ Mel jumped, and the kids screamed as the air was filled with an almost human-like cry.

Unwin opened the second gate, which screeched even louder than the first, then walked back to the car.

‘Those gates will need some oil, I think?’

‘Or blood,’ murmured Clive.

Quentin was quiet. Both Vicky and Bluey had grabbed his hands, and when Vicky practically leapt into his lap, all thought scattered. He couldn’t have made a coherent sentence if he had tried. All he could think of was how tiny their hands felt in his and how soft they felt, how nice Vicky’s hair smelled and how nice it was to feel the pressure of their bodies against his. He was the only one not screaming. Truth be told, he was blissfully unaware of why anyone was screaming. He was very happy.

Unwin drove the car through the gates just as another crack of lightning flashed across the sky and once again the house was shown in all its majestic malevolence.

‘Unwin,’ Clive called out from the back of the car.

‘Yes, Clive,’ Unwin said, tipping his head back to show he was listening.

‘Freddy Krueger called and wants his house back.’ 

The girls giggled. Quentin smiled, although he didn’t know who Freddy Krueger was. 

Mel certainly did and turned around to face him. 

‘And just how would you know about Freddy Krueger, young man?’

Clive pushed back into his seat. 

‘My brother told me,’ he said weakly. 

‘Umm mmm’ was all Mel said, giving all four of them a look before she faced forward again.

Unwin pulled the car around in front of the house, the tyres crunching on the gravel. He leapt out, clearly excited about being home again. The others, including Mel, were less enthusiastic.

They all stood in front of the house looking it over as Unwin was pulling their luggage from the car.

Vicky was holding Quentin’s hand again and was pressed close up against his side, so he was standing there grinning like an idiot. 

Bluey was standing close to Clive and Mel.

‘I don’t think I want to stay here?’ Bluey said quietly to Mel.

‘I’m with her,’ said a voice from behind.

Even Quentin screamed at that.

Bluey spun around, her foot flying up, which was knocked aside, and she felt a thump in her chest that sent her sitting down hard.

She looked up to see a woman standing there, with a suitcase by her side.

‘Miss White!’ Quentin cried and threw himself at her, nearly bowling her over. 

The sudden rush of emotion he felt seeing her standing there was almost overwhelming, and he hugged her tightly.

Miss White patted him on the back, looking taken aback by the boy’s affection.

Quentin untangled himself and, keeping an arm around her, he introduced the others.

‘These are my friends, Clive, Vicky, and Bluey, and that man over there is Unwin, and this is Mel,’ he said, all in a rush, so he had to stop and take in a deep breath.

‘I know Mel and Unwin well,’ Miss White said, smiling.

Mel and Miss White hugged each other.

‘Glad you could come,’ said Mel.

Miss White looked up at the house. 

‘You sure your man’s family are not the Adams’s, by any chance?’

The kids all grinned.

Mel smiled. 

‘His name is Macpherson, as well you know.’

Miss White extended a hand and pulled Bluey up off the floor.

‘Good kick,’ she complimented, ‘but you left yourself wide open for the counter. We can work on that if you like?’

‘Oh yes please,’ said Bluey, and with a glance at the house. ‘Might come in handy.’

Miss White barked out a laugh and shook her head. 

‘No good against ghosts.’ 

Miss White walked up to the house and followed Unwin into the main hall, leaving her suitcase behind, clearly expecting someone to bring that in for her.

Quentin obliged, picking up her suitcase and staggering into the house.

The rest of the kids looked at each other. 

‘Ghosts?’ Vicky whispered.

They followed everyone else into the house.

Unwin gave Miss White a hug. 

‘Thanks for coming. The kitchen and your rooms are down there,’ he said, pointing to a dark corridor to the left of the stairs.
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