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CHAPTER 1



It started with the journalist.

Max was the first to see her. He was sitting in a patch of morning sunlight on the back steps, drowsily polishing Slinger’s boots and Moaner’s shoes, when a movement at the edge of the forest caught his attention. He looked up. Nothing. He must have imagined it. He shrugged and worked the shoebrush again.

Saturday tomorrow. The start of another gloomy Ratface Weekend. Max shook off the feeling, telling himself to enjoy the mild mountain air, the warm wooden smells of the verandah rails and steps baking in the sunlight.

Again there was that movement at the edge of the forest. This time he put down his brush and stood up, peering intently. A young woman was standing among the pine trees. She was about thirty metres away, a hazy outline in the filtered sunlight. He could sense tension in her, as if she were aware that she was trespassing.

Max knew that he should do something. He should tell Slinger and Moaner. They’d chase the woman off the property.

He looked left and right. There was no one else around. He didn’t know where Slinger and Moaner were. That left Christina. She was chopping wood behind the house. She’d know what to do—she was unafraid of everyone and everything.

He looked at the young woman again—and froze. She was beckoning to him.

He’d been warned that this might happen. Ratface, Slinger, Moaner—they all said beware of strangers, strangers who meant harm to the White League.

At that moment, Christina appeared, stamping up the verandah steps with an armful of firewood. There were bark chips on her tunic and as usual she looked hot and irritable.

‘Hard at work?’ she said sarcastically, dumping the wood into the box next to the back door.

Max blushed. Christina was fourteen, older than him by six months, and just lately he’d found himself sneaking admiring looks at her, as if he’d never noticed her spirited face and tossing hair before. He badly wanted her to show the same sort of interest in him. Instead, she had a lashing tongue.

Touching her arm before she could say anything else, he pointed toward the forest. ‘Look.’

Christina’s mood altered instantly. She stepped up to the verandah rail, intrigued and expectant. ‘Who is she?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘She’s waving to us. Let’s go and see what she wants.’

Max’s face creased in worry. Typical Christina—act first, think later. ‘We should tell Slinger and Moaner,’ he said.

Christina curled her lip at him. ‘You’re such a goody-goody.’

She jumped to the ground and strode across the lawn, tall, flashing and scornful, her hair streaming behind her. Max sighed. He’d better go with her. Who knew what sort of trouble she might get them into? Besides, he couldn’t deny it, he was curious too.

He caught up to her and together they approached the stranger, who stepped back as they got closer. She wore red jeans and a white shirt and carried a leather satchel over her shoulder. Her face looked anxious, but then it relaxed into a smile. ‘Hello.’

They responded together warily: ‘Hello.’

‘I’m Gillian,’ the woman said. ‘I’m a journalist. I’d like to ask you some questions.’

She had a soft, mild voice. Her smile reassured Max. But in talking to her, he and Christina were disobeying instructions, and he felt guilty about that. ‘About what?’ he said cautiously.

Instead of replying, Gillian opened her satchel. ‘Do you recognise this woman?’

She held out a photograph. It was a head-and-shoulders shot of a haughty middle-aged woman with stiff fair hair.

‘That’s the Leader,’ Christina said.

‘Of the White League?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know her name?’

‘No.’

‘She calls herself Dorothea Langley-Hall, but her real name is Doris Higgs,’ Gillian said, rummaging in her satchel again. She took out a newspaper clipping and offered it to Max and Christina without further comment.

They stood shoulder to shoulder, peering at it. ‘The Good Life’, the headline said. Under it was a fuzzy photograph of a Mercedes limousine. The caption read: ‘Dorothea Langley-Hall, wanted by police in connection with fraud and tax evasion charges, pictured this week outside her luxury home on millionaires’ row in Buenos Aires.’

Max looked up at Gillian. He felt troubled and confused. He didn’t know what fraud and tax evasion were. He’d never heard of Buenos Aires. What did Gillian want with them? ‘I don’t understand,’ he said.

‘Neither do I,’ said Christina.

‘You are White League children, is that correct?’ Gillian asked.

‘Yes.’

Gillian’s voice grew cool and flat. ‘Mrs Langley-Hall, the woman you call the Leader, is nothing but a common criminal. She tricked gullible people into investing millions of dollars in the White League, then ran off with it all. She’s a fake. If she ever comes back to this country she’ll be jailed.’

Max stepped back, feeling shocked. The words were like physical blows. He couldn’t make sense of them. For as long as he could remember, he’d been taught to revere the Leader. Every evening they listened to tapes of her speeches.

‘It’s not true,’ he said. ‘You’re trying to trick us.’

He looked around to see if Slinger or Moaner were anywhere in sight. They weren’t. There was only the long, low house and the sheds in the clearing, the fruit trees and the vegetable plots. There was no wind. The only noise was the faint muttering of the diesel engine that generated their electricity. The little farm looked peaceful and uncomplicated in the morning sunlight. He turned to Gillian again. ‘You’re mistaken,’ he said.

Gillian smiled gently at him. She took a bundle of newspaper clippings from her satchel and handed half to him and half to Christina. ‘See for yourself.’

During the next couple of minutes Max and Christina pored over the clippings, silently pointing out certain passages to each other.

Christina looked up first. ‘It says here that the Leader’s been in jail before.’

Gillian nodded. ‘Many years ago she ran something similar to the White League in America. She set up family cells in isolated areas. She also got ordinary people to donate lots of money. She spent a year in prison in California.’

Max didn’t understand. ‘Does that mean we’ll be jailed too?’

‘Of course not. You’ve been tricked, that’s all.’

Max tried to exchange glances with Christina, but she ignored him. She didn’t look shocked; she was smiling slightly and nodding her head as if to say her worst suspicions about the White League had been confirmed. Looking at the notebook in Gillian’s hands, she asked, ‘What do you want to know?’

‘Perhaps your names first.’

‘I’m Christina, and this is Max.’

‘Who else lives here besides you two?’ Gillian went on.

Christina grinned. ‘Slinger and Moaner.’

Gillian laughed aloud. ‘Slinger and Moaner?’

‘That’s what we call them behind their backs. Slinger we’re supposed to call Father, and Moaner we’re supposed to call Mother.’

Gillian scribbled in her notebook. Max felt left out. Christina was doing all the talking. He said, ‘There are families like us all through the hills. The White League.’

Gillian turned to him and smiled. ‘Do you know them?’

‘Some of them. Sometimes there are meetings.’

‘Boring meetings,’ Christina said.

Gillian’s head was bowed as she wrote again. She had black hair, very black. Max was fascinated by it. He wanted to reach out and see what it felt like. His own hair seemed to cling to his head in tight, surprised curls. Like Christina’s, it was pale and bleached in colour. In fact, everyone in the League had white or blonde hair.

Gillian took out another photograph. ‘Do you know this man?’

Max and Christina looked. ‘Ratface.’

Gillian grinned again. She pointed her pen at Christina. ‘I bet you were the one who made up these names.’

Christina shrugged. ‘We have to do something for fun around here.’

‘What are you supposed to call him?’

‘Uncle.’

‘What’s he done?’ asked Max. ‘Is he in trouble too?’

‘No. He was tricked like everyone else. But he’s a senior figure in the White League, so I’d like to ask him what he intends to do now that your Leader has run off with all the League’s money. Do you see him very often?’

‘Once a month,’ Christina said. ‘What a bore. We call them Ratface Weekends. He’s coming tomorrow.’

‘Great,’ Gillian said.

She seemed to be very pleased with herself. That troubled Max. It didn’t seem right to be telling her all these things. Also, Christina could be very critical of the League. He’d better drag her away before she revealed more of her feelings to Gillian.

‘We have to go,’ he said.

He was ignored. Christina was watching Gillian intently. Her expression was complicated—excited and curious, but also admiring, as if Gillian had opened a door into a new, more desirable world. Max felt uneasy suddenly, as if Christina might draw away from him.

‘This next question is difficult,’ Gillian said. ‘Are you able to tell me how you came to be here?’

‘My parents died when I was little,’ Max said, ‘so I was adopted.’

‘He’s been here the longest,’ Christina said. ‘I came here when I was nine.’ She went on to explain that she’d been raised in the city by a couple of families who’d had links with the White League. Then, five years ago, she’d been sent here, to this farm in the hills. ‘I don’t know anything about my mother or father.’ She blinked away sudden tears. ‘I think they died.’

Gillian was watching both of them oddly, as if she didn’t believe them. She opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again and frowned.

‘Okay. Next question. What can you tell me about the teachings of the White League?’

Max could see from the sour look on Christina’s face that she was about to say something critical. He said quickly: ‘We are the Supreme Line. One day we will lead the world out of the mess it’s in.’

‘I see,’ Gillian said. There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

‘People have let themselves get too comfortable,’ Max went on. ‘They lack ambition, they’ve lost sight of the individual, they mix with inferior races. But the League has reached a higher stage of consciousness. When the Great Catastrophe happens, we will be ready to step in and establish order.’

He knew all this from the Leader’s lecture tapes. He didn’t admit that he wasn’t sure what it meant.

Gillian grinned nastily at him. ‘What if I were to tell you that everything the White League preaches is untrue? You do not belong to a Supreme Line of people. You are just like everyone else, and your Leader, well, she’s the sort who manipulates people and feeds them lies.’

Max felt his heart pounding. They’d been warned about people like Gillian. Every Ratface Weekend it was drilled into them that there were people outside the League who wanted to destroy it and would use any kind of trick to do so. ‘You’re lying,’ he said hotly. Even Christina was gaping a little.

At that moment, a voice called to them from the house. ‘What’s going on? Who are you talking to?’

Max turned around. Slinger was watching them, a tense, stooped, lanky shape on the verandah steps. Moaner joined him. She was round and comfortable, half his height.

‘I’d better go,’ Gillian said, stepping back from them.

Slinger’s voice swelled with anger. ‘You! Get away from those children. Get off this property before I call the police.’

‘There’s more,’ Gillian whispered. ‘Same time, same place tomorrow.’


CHAPTER 2



It was clear to Christina that the next few hours were going to be unbearable. One look at the faces of Slinger and Moaner told her that. She was with Max in the cold, dim kitchen, sitting in the stiff wooden chairs, enduring a barrage of complaints and questions. The man they called Father and the woman they called Mother were angry, fearful and querulous.

‘Who was that woman?’ they wanted to know. ‘What did she want? What did you tell her?’

‘Nothing,’ Christina muttered.

Slinger was incredulous. ‘Nothing? Don’t lie.’

Christina looked across at Max, narrowing her eyes warningly at him: Don’t tell them anything. It didn’t work. Avoiding her gaze, he looked up and said, ‘She’s a journalist. She wanted to know about the League.’

‘Oh dear,’ Moaner said. Her hands began to twist with the washing motions they made whenever she was nervous.

Slinger leaned his mournful face close to Max. ‘What did you tell her?’

‘We said …’

Christina had had enough of this. She stood up, knocking her chair over. ‘It doesn’t matter what we told her, it’s what she told us that matters.’

Moaner’s hands were busy, busy. She was a plump woman with pale skin. Normally she looked patient and calm. Now she looked anxious. Like Christina, she was wearing a simple cotton tunic, the White League uniform for women. ‘What did she tell you?’

Christina folded her arms. ‘All about the Leader.’

Slinger’s shoulders slumped a little. He turned to look out at the forest beyond the window. ‘Soon the place will be swarming with journalists,’ he muttered. He turned his lean body back to them again. He was wearing the League’s uniform for men, plain, dust-coloured shirt and trousers. ‘Exactly what did she tell you about the Leader?’

Christina grinned at him. She was enjoying this. Slinger and Moaner were generally kind, but they could be very stuffy sometimes. She’d never seen them this emotional about anything before. Watching their faces for a reaction, she said, ‘You’ve all been fooled. The Leader is just a fake, a criminal. She ran off with all the League’s money.’

Slinger and Moaner looked saddened rather than surprised. They already know, Christina realised. They’ve been trying to keep it from us. She paused, formulating another bombshell in her mind. ‘We were also told that everything you’ve been teaching us is rubbish.’ She laughed harshly. ‘That’s what I’ve been thinking all along.’

Slinger groaned, his shoulders slumping further. Moaner collapsed into a chair, as if her energy had drained away.

Slinger recovered first. ‘I’m surprised at you,’ he said, ‘believing the claims of a complete stranger;’

‘The future is in our hands,’ said Moaner, supporting him. ‘The League is growing stronger day by day here in the mountains, protected from the influences that would weaken the Line if we lived among people on the outside.’

Christina had heard all this before. She sighed heavily, rolled her eyes, folded her arms, tapped her foot, her way of telling Slinger and Moaner that she wasn’t interested.

‘Stop that,’ Slinger said. ‘Pick up your chair and sit down.’

Christina flared at him. ‘Not till you explain why the Leader ran off with the League’s money.’

Got you, she thought triumphantly, noting the doubt and confusion on his face.

‘There’s a perfectly logical explanation,’ Slinger said finally, making an effort to appear calm. ‘Newspapers are always trying to damage the reputations of people with forward-thinking ideas.’

Christina glanced at Max for help. He was sitting miserably in his chair, his eyes fixed on the table top. Generally she liked to look at him. He had the kind of face that she wished she had—high cheekbones, a sensitive mouth, a well-shaped head on a slender neck. But right now he irritated her. He hated conflict; she thrived on it. She would have to do this alone.

The Leader cheated people in America and was jailed for it,’ she snapped. ‘Are you saying the newspapers lied about that?’

Slinger shifted awkwardly. ‘Yes,’ he said. He sounded doubtful.

‘Then why hasn’t the Leader defended herself? Why hasn’t she challenged them? Why did she run away?’

Moaner interrupted them. ‘Uncle visits tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll explain it to us.’

Christina opened her mouth to argue again, then stopped guiltily. She had enjoyed pushing Slinger and Moaner, sensing their uncertainty, hoping to get them to admit to doubts about the Leader, but now she felt bad about it. Slinger and Moaner had been good to her. Also, questioning the teachings of the League was a big step to make and she didn’t know where or how to begin.

She righted her chair and sat down. ‘I hate it when Uncle comes,’ she mumbled. ‘He’s always telling us what to think and do. He’s turning us into puppets. We’re just blocks of wood.’

‘But he’s the Leader’s deputy,’ said Slinger gently. ‘He knows best.’

‘He takes all the fun out of life,’ Christina said. She had an image of him in her mind. She called him Ratface because his face was narrow and pinched, like a rodent’s. ‘I hate the way he checks up on us,’ she continued. ‘You two were the ones chosen to prepare us for the future. We don’t need Uncle poking his nose in as well.’

Then the anger stirred inside her again. ‘I hate the way you agree with everything he says and does. You should stand up to him sometimes.’
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