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      For Jack 

      Always 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        If you sit by the river long enough, 

        you will see the body of your enemy float by.

        
          
            –
             
            Japanese proverb
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      The black Land Rovers roared down dark London streets. Stopping for nothing and nobody, they hurtled across the crowded metropolis, thundering through red lights, tearing over intersections.

      Alone in the back seat of one of them, Allie Sheridan stared out the window without seeing anything. Her eyes were red and sore from crying.

      She couldn’t stop remembering Carter alone in the dark street, fists raised. Nathaniel’s guards swarming.

      He got away, she assured herself for the thousandth time. Somehow. He got away.

      But in her heart she knew it wasn’t true.

      It all made sense now. Jerry Cole told her to take someone she trusted to the parley. And now she knew why.

      Take someone you trust so Nathaniel can take him away from you. 

      Take someone you trust so Nathaniel can kill him. Like he killed Jo. 

      Tugging hopelessly at the unyielding door handle, she stifled a sob. She couldn’t get out. Couldn’t go back to him. The doors were locked through a central system.

      This car was a prison.

      She’d tried fighting, begging, weeping… the men in the front seats were unmoved. They were under orders to bring her back to Cimmeria. And that’s what they were going to do.

      Frustration raged inside her. She struck the door hard with her fist.

      The vehicle careened around a corner with a screech of tyres, throwing her to one side.

      As she scrabbled for the safety handle, the guard in the front passenger seat turned to look at her.

      ‘Put your seatbelt on, miss. This is dangerous.’

      She glared at him balefully.

      I watched my own grandmother die five hours ago, she thought of saying. And you’re telling me this is dangerous?

      At the thought of Lucinda, everything that had happened that night seemed to hit her at once. The sour taste of bile filled her mouth. She lunged instinctively for the window, but that was locked, too.

      ‘I’m going to be sick,’ she muttered.

      The guard said something to the driver. The window rolled down with a smooth, mechanical whirr.

      Cool air flowed in.

      Allie stuck her head out of the car, inhaling deeply. Her hair flew around her face in a tangled cloud.

      Now that it was OK to vomit, though, she couldn’t seem to. Still, she stayed where she was, resting her clammy forehead on the cool metal of the window frame and taking deep, steadying breaths.

      The air had that city smell of exhaust and concrete. Vaguely, she considered climbing out and jumping to freedom, but they were moving too fast for her to be certain she’d survive.

      She was so tired. Her whole body ached. Her scalp burned where one of Nathaniel’s goons had pulled out a clump of hair. Blood had coagulated on her face and neck, tightening her skin unpleasantly.

      In her mind she went through the evening’s catastrophic events step by step.

      The plan had been simple. Meet Nathaniel for a peaceful parley on the neutral ground of Hampstead Heath. Hand over his spy, Jerry Cole. In exchange, Nathaniel would back off long enough for the Cimmeria leaders to regroup.

      But then Jerry had a gun. And the night had spun out into an awful chaotic maelstrom of violence. In the midst of it, Lucinda collapsed, blood pouring from a gunshot wound.

      And Nathaniel. 

      Allie shook her head, still puzzled by what she’d seen.

      Nathaniel had been in tears. Trying desperately to save her grandmother.

      Until that moment she’d thought he hated Lucinda. But she’d never seen anyone more heartbroken.

      She could still hear his tormented voice in her head, pleading with her grandmother. ‘Don’t leave me, Lucinda…’

      Almost like he loved her.

      But she had left him. She’d left all of them.

      Now, all Allie knew was that she didn’t understand Nathaniel at all.

      If he didn’t hate Lucinda, why was he fighting her in the first place?

      What does he really want? 

      Letting go of the door, Allie leaned back against the tan leather seat. The guard in the front passenger seat turned to look at her.

      ‘Better now?’

      She levelled a silent glare at him.

      After a second, he shrugged and turned back around.

      Next to her, the window closed.

      They gained speed as they pulled on to a motorway, desolate at this hour. They were nearing the city limits. Behind them London was a canopy of light. Ahead, the English countryside lay shrouded in darkness.

      Allie’s chest tightened around her heart. She was so far from Carter now. God knew what was happening to him.

      A tear traced a line down her cheek; she reached up to brush it away. Her hand never reached her face.

      A bone-jarring jolt threw her off balance. Before she could react, the vehicle swerved wildly, hurling her across the back seat. She slammed into the window with such force she saw stars.

      She never had put that seatbelt on.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Her voice sounded far away; her head rang from the blow.

      No one replied.

      Pulling herself up, Allie saw the driver wrestling with the steering wheel. The guard was talking into a microphone, his voice low but tense.

      She looked around to try and see what had happened but all she could see was darkness and headlights.

      The driver swore and spun the wheel. ‘Goddammit. Where are they coming from?’

      Allie was clinging to the door handle, but the sheer force of the turn threw her against the door so hard her breath hissed through her teeth from the pain.

      ‘What is going on?’ she demanded again, louder this time.

      Without waiting for an answer, she reached over her shoulder for the seatbelt and strapped herself in, latching it with a metallic click.

      Then she turned to look out the back window. What she saw made her breath catch in her throat. There weren’t four vehicles anymore.

      There were ten.

      ‘Are those ours?’ she asked, her voice faint.

      No one replied to that question, either. But they didn’t have to. She knew the answer already.

      A large, tank-like vehicle swung up next to them, revving its engine. Suddenly the Land Rover seemed small.

      Allie stared at the monstrous thing, her heart contracting. Its windows were tinted – she couldn’t see who was inside.

      Without warning it gunned the engine and swerved sharply towards them.

      ‘Look out!’ she cried, ducking low.

      The driver yanked the wheel. The Land Rover swung right, so sharply Allie’s stomach dropped.

      They dodged the collision but the car wobbled wildly and the driver struggled to keep control. He clung to the wheel, muscles bulging from the effort as the tyres squealed and they swung across two lanes.

      ‘Six to seven vehicles, affirmative,’ the guard in the passenger seat said into his microphone. He was clutching the safety handle above his door to try and hold himself steady as another massive machine swung towards them with an angry roar.

      ‘Convoy disrupted and separated. Other vehicles using diversionary tactics… Look to your left!’

      He shouted the last words at the driver, who saw the car heading straight towards them at the last minute and wrenched the wheel hard. Too hard.

      The Land Rover spun sickeningly. Allie couldn’t feel the road beneath their tyres anymore. They seemed to be flying.

      The scene took on a dream-like feel. The world outside blurred. They swirled in a deadly dance towards the flimsy guardrail.

      Allie closed her eyes.

      Nathaniel had found them.
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      Inside the Land Rover, the noise was deafening. The driver and guard shouted orders at each other. The engine roared. Tyres shrieked.

      It sounded like war.

      Clinging to the door handle, Allie bit her lip to stifle a scream. Ahead of her, the driver fought the steering wheel, sweat beading his forehead from the effort, tendons in his neck cording as he struggled to regain control of the wildly spinning vehicle.

      ‘Pull out!’ The guard kept saying. ‘Pull out!’

      ‘It’s not…’ the driver replied through gritted teeth ‘… responding.’

      The acrid scent of burning rubber filled the air as they neared the edge.

      ‘We’re going to hit!’ the guard shouted.

      The Land Rover struck the guardrail with an awful, crunching thud.

      Allie gave a frightened cry as she was thrown forward against the seatbelt.

      The guardrail bent but didn’t give way. The force of the impact broke their spin. The vehicle swerved left, then right, and then the driver had control at last.

      ‘We’re good,’ he announced, relief evident in his voice.

      With her heart still thudding in her ears, Allie sagged back in her seat. But Nathaniel’s cars were still all around them.

      The guard pointed to the left. ‘There! Take that exit.’

      Looking where he indicated, Allie saw an exit ramp looming.

      ‘Roger that,’ the driver muttered.

      He waited until the last second, then turned the wheel and accelerated hard. They hurtled off the motorway at incredible speed.

      Craning her neck, Allie looked through the rear window. Nathaniel’s cars had overshot the exit. It would cost them valuable seconds to backtrack and follow.

      The driver must have thought the same thing, because he sped through a red light and tore around a roundabout before turning on to a dark country road. Allie kept her eyes on the road behind them – no headlights followed. With an audible exhale, she turned to the front.

      The lane was so narrow and winding, it was impossible to get up much speed but the driver did the best he could.

      From the passenger seat, the guard relayed the directions coming through his earpiece. ‘Left. Right at the next exit. Here. NO! Here. Down that lane…’

      Clearly, someone was tracking their progress by satellite and providing a safe route. Allie found this oddly comforting. They weren’t entirely alone out here in the dark.

      Soon they’d lost themselves in a tangle of winding country lines, roaring over hills and taking hairpin turns so fast she started to feel queasy again.

      ‘Right at the crossroads,’ the guard said as they approached a junction.

      The hedgerows on either side of the road were very high. The driver approached at speed, gearing up to turn. At the last minute, though, he slammed on his brakes so hard they were all thrown forward.

      At first, all Allie could see was blinding headlights to their left. She had to squint to see the vehicle. When she did, her heart plummeted.

      It was the tank-like car from the motorway. And it was headed right at them.

      Swearing under his breath, the driver shoved the gearshift. They reversed with such force the engine gave a shrill warning whine, like a siren.

      ‘There.’ The guard, who had momentarily fallen silent, pointed at a dirt track behind a metal gate, barely visible in the darkness.

      Apprehension rose inside Allie as she stared at the road the guard indicated. It was little more than a tractor path across a corn field. The gate in front of it was locked and chained.

      How are we going to get through that? 

      The guard handed the driver a pair of glasses with a kind of gold tint, which he put on without question. Then the driver switched off the headlights.

      Allie stopped breathing. The darkness was claustrophobic. Complete.

      ‘Wait…’ she started to say, but before she could get the word out the driver gunned the engine and they shot towards the closed, locked gate.

      She couldn’t seem to move. Or to scream. She just stared straight ahead into the black.

      They hit the gate with a screech of metal on metal. The impact rocked the Land Rover with such force, Allie’s chin banged into her shoulder. Something scraped across the roof before falling behind them with a clatter.

      Then they were tearing across the field. The ground was so rough that even with her seatbelt on she had to grind her teeth together to avoid biting her tongue.

      Long leaves and cornstalks slapped the windows like hands trying to reach in.

      The driver and the guard had stopped talking; the only sounds were the scream of the engine and the crunch and creak of the tyres.

      Suddenly, headlights swung in behind them, illuminating the field with a ghostly white glow.

      ‘You guys…’ Her voice trailed off as the driver accelerated, turning sharply and leaving the rough track behind.

      Everything went dark again.

      They weren’t on any road now. They were just jostling across the uneven field, tyres spinning in the soft dirt. Things Allie couldn’t see thudded under their wheels.

      She heard herself whimper.

      For what felt like a lifetime she was thrown around the smooth, leather seat and then…

      ‘There.’

      The guard pointed at something in the night. Without a word, the driver turned the wheel.

      The Land Rover hit something big and metal.

      Another farm gate, Allie guessed.

      A piece of metal sailed onto the Land Rover’s hood and crunched into the windscreen. Allie ducked.

      ‘Great,’ the guard muttered as a cobweb of cracks spread across the glass.

      Like a gate nearly killing him was a minor annoyance.

      Then they were thumping out of the fields and fishtailing on to a tiny, paved country road.

      The driver kept the headlights off as they roared into the dark night.

      From the back seat, Allie could still see nothing ahead. She turned to look over her shoulder.

      No headlights.

      The guard began murmuring instructions again. They took a complicated route up steep hills, and down deep, isolated ravines.

      Finally, the driver took off his night vision glasses and switched the headlights on.

      The guard turned back to look at Allie, who still clung in mute terror to the door. He looked grimly pleased.

      ‘Lost them.’

       

      Two hours later, the Land Rover turned onto a rugged, forested dirt track. The sky was aglow with vivid pink and gold. Dawn had broken.

      Allie leaned her forehead against the cool window as Cimmeria’s long black fence loomed ahead of them. It was meant to be forbidding – each metal bar culminated in a sharp point ten feet above the ground.

      Beyond it was the only safe place she knew.

      She was home. But what about everyone else? They’d sent at least twenty guards and Night School students to fight Nathaniel in London. She’d seen none of the others in hours.

      The gate opened with a shudder, and they followed the long drive through the forest. It was strangely peaceful – the only sound the rumble of the engine and the crunch of tyres on the gravel drive. But Allie was tense in the back seat, her gaze missing nothing.

      After a mile, the trees lining the lane gave way to smooth grass, and the drive coiled into a question mark in front of the massive, Gothic school building, its jagged roof and chimneys thrusting up into the pale sky.

      The driver cut the engine. The silence that followed was deafening.

      Allie looked at the empty front steps, her chest tight around her heart.

      Where is everyone? 

      The driver and guard climbed out first. Allie followed stiffly. Every muscle ached.

      She was limping towards the steps when the front door flew open and a small crowd rushed out to surround her.

      ‘Allie, thank God.’

      Allie caught only a glimpse of Rachel’s familiar heart-shaped face before she was pulled into her arms.

      She clung to her, wanting to cry but unable to summon any more tears. The night had used them all.

      ‘You’re OK,’ Allie kept saying. ‘You’re OK.’

      Nicole was right behind Rachel, a small wound neatly sutured on her chin.

      ‘Allie! Dieu merci.’ Her huge brown eyes flooded with relief. ‘We were so worried.’

      As the two clustered around her, Allie stepped into the light. Rachel’s breath caught.

      ‘You’re hurt!’ Turning, she called up the steps, ‘Allie’s bleeding.’

      ‘It’s nothing,’ she said but no one was listening.

      ‘Stand back.’ Pushing the girls aside, Isabelle le Fanult made her way to Allie’s side. Without ceremony the headmistress took Allie’s chin in her hand, tilting her face towards the light from the open door.

      Allie had a sudden memory of seeing her, a whirling dervish of power and speed, fighting Nathaniel’s guards in Hampstead Heath.

      She’d been almost happy to see her then. Now she stared at her, unblinking, as a tidal wave of blame and anger swelled inside her.

      Isabelle’s light, wavy hair was pulled back tightly. A purpling bruise covered one cheekbone. She still wore her black Night School gear.

      ‘You should see the nurse.’ Isabelle pressed her fingertip lightly against Allie’s head wound.

      It stung but Allie didn’t flinch. She had a question for the headmistress and she intended to ask it.

      ‘Where is Carter?’

      The others fell silent.

      At first, Isabelle didn’t react. But then, releasing her hold on Allie, she let out a long exhalation. She looked exhausted; Allie thought she saw new lines etched in the delicate planes of her face.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      The softly spoken words hit Allie like a punch in the stomach.

      And she didn’t hesitate to punch back.

      ‘They made me leave him there,’ she said, her voice low and accusing. ‘On the street. Surrounded.’

      The headmistress looked away, her lips trembling.

      Allie wasn’t sorry. She wanted Isabelle to suffer. This was her fault. Leaving Carter had been her call.

      A rush of rage and pain swept into her veins like fire. She walked up to the headmistress and shoved her, hard.

      Caught off-guard, Isabelle stumbled back, almost falling. Allie heard someone gasp.

      ‘You did that, Isabelle.’ Her voice rose. ‘The guards were following your orders. You left him there.’

      Isabelle held up her hands in a weak, calming gesture but Allie shoved her again. And again.

      ‘Why, Isabelle? Why did you make me leave him? How could you do that to him?’

      Each time Allie pushed her, the headmistress took another step back. Allie followed her.

      ‘Where is Carter, Isabelle? Is he dead? Did Nathaniel kill him, too?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Isabelle repeated, her voice a whisper now. Her golden brown eyes were bright with unshed tears but Allie hardly noticed as she pushed her one last time.

      She thought of Carter, lifting her into the black SUV, slamming the door and pounding his fist against the metal, shouting, ‘Go!’ at the driver. The fervent gleam in his eyes – like he thought he was going to die, and he was willing, even eager, to do it – was burned into her memory like a brand.

      ‘He’s just a kid. If he dies it’s your fault, Isabelle. Your fault.’

      Her voice broke. She crumpled to her knees.

      For a split second, no one moved. Then Rachel was next to her, an arm draped across her shoulders.

      She lifted her to her feet.

      Nicole put her arms around both of them, holding them together.

      Allie had never felt more helpless. She didn’t want to hurt anyone anymore.

      She just wanted Carter to be alive.
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      The infirmary was in the classroom wing on a mezzanine level where tall windows lined one wall, letting in sun so bright, Allie squinted in the glare. In tired silence, the three girls made their way past ghostly rooms where desks sat in empty rows, waiting for students who might never come back.

      Allie ignored it all as she ignored the blood on her face and her own weariness. She wasn’t even thinking about how defeated Isabelle had looked outside. She was compiling a list of the missing in her head.

      ‘Where’s Zoe?’

      ‘She’s fine.’ Rachel answered quickly. ‘She volunteered to help the nurses.’ A ghost of a smile flickered across her tired face. ‘She’s decided she likes the sight of blood.’

      ‘Everyone else? Raj? Dom? Eloise?’

      Nicole answered this time. ‘All safe.’

      ‘Dom, too?’ Allie couldn’t hide her surprise. The last time she’d seen the American girl, she was fighting her way through a crowd of Nathaniel’s guards to get to Carter.

      ‘Carter…’ Nicole began and then stopped for a second. ‘He got her into the car. Got her out of there. He had her back.’

      Allie’s heart twisted.

      ‘That arsehole,’ she whispered, striking a tear away with the back of her hand. ‘He is so freaking stupid.’

      But everyone knew she didn’t mean it.

      ‘Don’t give up hope, Allie,’ Rachel said, squeezing her arm. ‘Nobody saw him get hurt. We have to believe he’s all right and Nathaniel’s just holding him. To get to you.’

      Before Allie could reply, they reached the main medical ward. A large room had been turned into a triage area. Medics clustered around a guard in a black uniform, stitching a wound on his arm.

      The smell of rubbing alcohol combined with antibacterial cleaning liquid and the rusty tang of blood made Allie’s stomach churn.

      ‘Snip please.’ The cool, uninflected voice came from a small, plump woman with a stethoscope draped around her neck and narrow glasses perched on the end of her nose.

      A nurse leaned where she indicated. A pair of silver scissors flashed in the light.

      She bent over to examine her work, then straightened and threw bloodstained bandages into a bin. ‘You’re done, my dear.’

      Glancing down at his arm, the man tested the stitches, flexing his hand into a tight fist before loosening it again. His muscles bulged.

      Seeing this, the doctor sighed. ‘Do that a few more times and I’ll be stitching you up again. Shall we both attempt to avoid that little reunion? I so hate repeating myself.’

      ‘Sorry.’ The man’s voice was contrite.

      As he stood to leave, Allie saw Zoe. She’d been standing behind the nurses, watching avidly.

      Some of the tension left her body.

      Spotting her, the younger girl gave an excited bounce. ‘You’re back!’

      She shoved past the injured man without apology and raced to where Allie stood with Rachel and Nicole and hurled herself at her. It was more a tackle than a hug, but Allie didn’t mind at all.

      ‘You OK?’ Allie searched her smooth face for signs of injury and found none. ‘All in one piece?’

      Zoe nodded, her ponytail bouncing with her enthusiasm. ‘Totally. I hurt a lot of people last night. It was ace.’

      ‘Zoe…’ Rachel spoke quietly.

      The younger girl paused. Allie could see her thinking, figuring out the reasons why what she’d just said was inappropriate, and struggling to correct the oversight.

      ‘I’m sorry about your grandmother.’ Her tone took on a curious flatness, as if she was reciting something she’d memorised. But then she grew animated. ‘And Carter. I am so pissed off about Carter.’

      Someone cleared their throat and Allie looked up to see the doctor watching them.

      ‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ she said, not without empathy. She patted the seat the guard had vacated. ‘What’ve you done to yourself this time?’

      Ordinarily Allie would have smiled at that. The doctors and nurses at the infirmary had treated her on more than one occasion. Today she couldn’t seem to fake it.

      ‘It’s not as bad as it looks,’ she said as she climbed into the chair, still a bit warm from the prior occupant.

      The doctor snorted and snapped on her gloves. ‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

      ‘It’s good and bloody.’ Zoe sounded approving.

      She hadn’t noticed how destroyed Allie was, or how frightened. And Allie was glad of that. Inside, she felt numb and confused and lost. But she had to get it together. No one would listen to her if they thought she was hysterical about Carter. No one would want to follow her if she tried to lead.

      If they were going to work together to get Carter back, they had to believe she was fine.

      She was fine.

      Allie glanced at Zoe, forcing a brighter tone. ‘Rachel says you’re into blood now?’

      ‘I think I want to be phlebotomist.’

      ‘What’s that?’ Allie said. ‘It sounds like a kind of caterpillar.’

      ‘Blood doctor!’ Zoe enthused. ‘All you do, all day long, is play with blood.’

      ‘Oh good.’ Allie sighed. ‘So, basically a vampire.’

      Zoe beamed. ‘Awesome.’

      ‘There is money,’ the doctor murmured, snipping Allie’s hair away from the wound with a small pair of scissors, ‘in phlebotomy.’

      The girls exchanged looks of blank incomprehension.

      For a while after that Zoe chattered about fighting and diseases while the medical team cleaned the blood from Allie’s forehead and stitched her scalp back together. Across the room, Rachel rested her head on Nicole’s shoulder.

      Everything was horrible. Everything was wrong.

      But Cimmeria was home. And this was the closest thing to normal Allie could imagine right now.

       

      A few hours later, Allie hurried down the school’s sweeping main staircase. After a shower and a change of clothes, she felt a little more like herself. Ready to figure out what to do now.

      Her head throbbed, and her hand strayed unconsciously towards the stitches in her scalp, now mostly hidden by her thick, golden-brown hair.

      She hadn’t taken the pain pills the doctor gave her. She wanted to keep her head clear.

      It was time to plan.

      When she reached the ground floor, she turned into the wide formal hallway. The polished, oak-panelled walls gleamed. Sunlight danced off the gilded frames of the oil paintings, making them sparkle. The crystal chandelier hanging above the wide staircase glittered like diamonds. The marble statues on the landing could have been carved from snow.

      Allie could never remember loving any place as much as she loved this school. But already she felt she was losing her grip on it.

      Without Lucinda, how could they stay here? She’d held this place together.

      And now she was gone.

      As she passed the headmistress’ office, tucked away under the grand central staircase, Allie’s footsteps hesitated. She knew she needed to talk to Isabelle – to explain her actions. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She wasn’t ready to be that grown up yet.

      Still, she needed information now. She needed to talk to someone she could trust.

      At that moment, a guard walked by, dressed all in black. Allie caught his eye.

      ‘Where can I find Raj Patel?’

       

      Allie and Raj sat across from each other in the mostly empty common room. Allie perched on the edge of a deep leather sofa. Raj was in a chair, watching her with unreadable dark eyes, almond-shaped, exactly like Rachel’s. He’d come as soon as she’d asked for him, even though he must have been busy. And she saw no judgement in his expression.

      ‘I just have to understand what happened,’ Allie said.

      Raj didn’t look surprised by this.

      ‘The plan went smoothly,’ he said, ‘until it didn’t.’

      She listened quietly as he went over everything that had gone right. She and Carter had made their way across Hampstead Heath just before midnight, as planned. They’d found Allie’s grandmother right where she was supposed to be, on Parliament Hill. And Nathaniel had joined them only a few minutes later than expected.

      The mood had been calm – even jovial at times.

      Until Jerry and Gabe appeared, each holding a gun.

      ‘Lucinda left Jerry shackled in a van near the park,’ Raj explained. ‘He was guarded by two members of her personal security team. We don’t know how Nathaniel discovered the location she’d chosen. But he did. Her guards were overwhelmed. Jerry was freed.’

      Allie sagged back in her seat. It was so sickeningly obvious. The best plan foiled by the simplest means. 

      The most complicated design in the world can be destroyed in seconds by a basic hammer.

      ‘Where did they get the guns?’ she asked.

      ‘Gabe, I’d imagine.’ Raj’s voice dripped distaste. ‘He’s the only one insane enough to bring guns to a parley.’

      Allie glanced at him. ‘You don’t think it was Nathaniel’s idea?’

      He shook his head. ‘I got a good look at Nathaniel when he saw those weapons – he didn’t seem happy.’

      This was a surprise. Nathaniel was a control freak. Surely he didn’t encourage off-roading among his minions.

      ‘As soon as we saw the guns we had to move,’ Raj continued. ‘I threw everything we had at them. And it worked. Eventually. But…’

      His voice trailed off and he rubbed his eyes.

      ‘But Lucinda was shot.’ Allie finished the thought for him. She leaned forward intently. ‘Raj, did anyone see who shot her? Was it Jerry?’

      Jerry Cole was the science teacher who had betrayed them all – who’d cost them Jo’s life when he sided with Nathaniel. It would make sense if he’d done this, too.

      But Raj shook his head, lips tight. ‘It wasn’t Jerry. Isabelle was close enough to see it all. It was Gabe. And there’s something else you should know.’ He met Allie’s gaze. ‘Isabelle swears Gabe was aiming at Nathaniel.’

      Allie took a sharp breath. ‘What?’

      ‘I didn’t see it myself,’ he said, ‘but Isabelle’s convinced Gabe was aiming at Nathaniel and, at the last minute, Lucinda stepped into the path of the bullet. Isabelle thinks…’ He hesitated as if deciding how much to reveal. ‘Well, it seemed to her Lucinda saw what Gabe was about to do. And she took the bullet. To save Nathaniel.’

      Allie’s lips moved but no sound came out. She felt as if she was sinking. She couldn’t breathe.

      Lucinda let herself die? She left me on purpose? 

      She shook her head so hard her stitches stung. ‘No, Raj. Isabelle’s wrong. Lucinda wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t. Not for Nathaniel.’

      He didn’t argue with her. ‘I find it hard to believe myself. I’m only offering it as a qualified explanation.’ He paused. ‘Allie, I’m not going to tell you what to do. But Isabelle is heartbroken about this – about everything. I wish you’d talk to her. Get her side of things.’

      Allie’s expression hardened, but Raj didn’t back down. He lowered his head to catch her gaze. ‘Leaving Carter wasn’t Isabelle’s call. Carter knew what the drill was going in. He knew everything that could happen – every possible way it could go wrong. He was ready for this.’

      She didn’t want to argue with him but cold anger was creeping back into her veins like ice water. She squeezed her hands into fists, waiting to speak until she had her emotions under control.

      ‘Where is he, Raj?’ she said, letting the earlier conversation drop. ‘Is he alive?’

      He didn’t answer right away. When he spoke, his voice was low.

      ‘I wish I knew.’
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      The rest of the day passed in a haze of exhaustion.

      Allie went to the dining hall at lunch time to prove to the others how fine she was.

      Completely fine.

      As soon as she walked in the room, though, Katie Gilmore ran to her and wrapped her in an entirely unfamiliar hug.

      ‘Thank God you’re OK.’

      After hating her for years, it felt weird being her friend. Not bad weird. Just… weird weird. And yet, Allie found herself hugging her back, clinging to Katie’s lean shoulders, her face buried in her long, red hair. She smelled of the world’s most expensive perfume.

      ‘It was awful,’ Allie heard herself whispering. And she wished she would stop.

      How was anyone going to believe she was fine if she kept saying she wasn’t?

      But Katie seemed to understand. Her beautiful face looked sombre – all of her arrogance stripped away.

      ‘I’m so sorry about Lucinda. I admired her so much.’ Katie’s voice was low; her words were meant for Allie alone. ‘She was a giant.’

      Mention of her grandmother made Allie’s heart lurch.

      Unlike Allie, Katie had grown up with Lucinda Meldrum – always head of Orion, always a tangible part of her life.

      It would have been wonderful to grow up with Lucinda always there.

      ‘She was amazing,’ Allie agreed softly, ‘wasn’t she?’

      The two exchanged a look of understanding. Then Katie cocked her head to one side and narrowed her gaze. ‘You should eat. You look like crap.’

      And just like that the moment was over.

      Lessons were cancelled, of course. And Night School. Having nothing to do felt like failure. If Allie hadn’t been so exhausted she would have run back to Raj and shouted at him. Demanded they all get back to work. Find Carter. Fix this.

      But she didn’t. What good would it do? The truth was, they had lost. They were defeated. They’d failed.

      Besides, the teachers were locked away somewhere having secret strategy meetings. She hadn’t seen any of them since she’d returned to the school. There was no one to shout at.

      After lunch, the others succumbed one by one to the lack of sleep, disappearing to their rooms. But Allie refused to follow them.

      The last time she’d slept she’d been lying in Carter’s arms in the safe house in London. The memory of that moment haunted her now.

      She didn’t want to be in her room. Didn’t want to be alone.

      She didn’t want to be safe when Carter wasn’t.

      By late afternoon, though, she was punch-drunk with exhaustion. She hadn’t slept properly in two days.

      She reeled through the tangle of hallways alone, trying to stay awake.

      ‘Someone to talk to,’ she muttered to herself as she turned into the common room. But it was empty, save for the cleaners, who were silently stacking used cups and plates on trays. The delicate clattering of the china echoed in the stillness.

      She walked along the formal hallway as far as the classroom wing, where a cluster of marble statues kept watch. Then she turned and paced back again, fingers tracing the grooves of the carved panelling.

      Eventually, she found herself standing outside the library, unable to remember exactly how she’d got there.

      The door swung open with a soft sound, like an intake of breath.

      This room was as familiar to Allie as her own bedroom. The long rows of tall bookcases with their tilted, rolling ladders. The dim, low light. It felt like refuge.

      She walked in slowly – the high-ceilinged space felt hollow and empty. There was no sign of Eloise, the librarian. Or of any students or guards. The big metal light fixtures hanging from chains had been left on, as they always were. Green-shaded lamps glowed on every empty table.

      Allie found herself walking slowly across the room. She was so tired her feet felt light. Like she was floating through the fiction section. Thick Persian carpets muffled her footsteps, adding to the sense of unreality.

      Maybe she was asleep right now, and dreaming this whole thing.

      When she reached the modern history section she turned. Her fingertips lightly brushed the gilded spines of the old books as she looked for one title. When she found what she sought, she slid it off the shelf and clutched it to her chest.

      It was a heavy book with a leather cover. The title was Conquering the World.

      Allie closed her eyes.

      A month ago, she’d stood right here with Carter, bickering about their history assignment.

      ‘Here’s a good one,’ he’d said, handing her this book.

      In science class she’d learned all objects constantly exchange electrons. If you sit in a chair long enough eventually the chair has all your electrons, and you have the chair’s.

      Jerry Cole had taught her that.

      She put her hands where Carter’s had been, trying to feel him in the book. Yet she could feel nothing beneath her fingertips but the hard, unyielding cover.

      Allie gave a muffled sob.

      Who knew where he was? She’d failed to keep him safe.

      Failed to protect him.

      I should have done something. But I lost him. 

      Still holding the book in her arms, she slid slowly down to the floor and lowered her head to her knees.

      Carter, please be alive. 

       

      ‘Allie Sheridan?’ The gruff voice was unfamiliar, dispassionate.

      Allie blinked awake. The world had tilted sideways. Her cheek was pressed against the rough weave of an antique Persian rug.

      Slowly she sat up and looked around blearily.

      The library. 

      She could only vaguely remember coming in here. She must have fallen asleep. She still cradled a book in her arms.

      One of Raj’s guards stood at the end of the row, his expression inscrutable. ‘Isabelle le Fanult would like you to come to her office.’

      ‘She would, would she?’ Fully awake now, Allie rubbed the back of her hand across her gritty eyes. ‘Well, maybe I’m not interested in talking to her right now.’

      The guard opened his mouth, then closed it again. Clearly he hadn’t expected that.

      ‘She said it was important?’ A touch of uncertainty had entered his voice.

      It’s always important, Allie wanted to snap at him.

      But she didn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to take it out on him; this wasn’t his fault. She didn’t even know his name.

      Heaving a sigh she waved him away. ‘Fine. I’ll go see her.’

      Unable to disguise his relief, he gave a curt nod and left hurriedly, before she could change her mind.

      Allie climbed to her feet – her muscles ached from last night’s fight and from sleeping on the hard floor.

      Moving stiffly, she made her way out into the hallway. The windows were dark. Night had fallen while she slept. She’d been out for hours.

      At the foot of the grand staircase she turned to where Isabelle’s office was tucked away, the door virtually hidden in the elaborately carved oak panelling. She paused and took a deep breath. When she felt steady enough, she tapped once.

      ‘Come in.’

      The door swung open at Allie’s touch. The headmistress sat at her desk, a laptop open in front of her.

      She glanced up briefly. ‘Please have a seat.’

      Her expression gave nothing away.

      Isabelle’s antique, mahogany desk dominated the small office. Two, deep leather chairs faced it; Allie sat on the edge of the closest one.

      Isabelle typed with quick, sure movements, her gaze fixed on the screen. She’d changed out of her Night School gear into tailored dark trousers and a white silk blouse. A cardigan was draped across her shoulders. She didn’t look as pale as she had earlier. At first glance, in fact, she appeared almost… normal.

      When the seconds ticked by and she kept typing, Allie knew a message was being sent. Isabelle was reminding her who was in charge.

      As she waited, she glanced around the room. Everything was in its usual place – low cabinets lined one wall beneath a large, romantic tapestry of a knight and a maid with a white horse.

      At last, Isabelle finished whatever she was doing. She closed the laptop with a decisive click and leaned back in her chair, fixing Allie with her fierce, leonine gaze.

      ‘Raj and Dom are working flat-out to find where Nathaniel has taken Carter,’ she said without preamble. ‘I wanted you to be the first to know that we believe he is alive.’

      Something about the cool simplicity of that last sentence undid Allie. She pressed her palms against her eyes.

      He’s alive. He’s alive… 

      Isabelle waited for a moment before continuing. ‘Please believe this: we will get him back. And Nathaniel will pay for what happened last night. We will get through this. And we will start over.’

      Her tone had turned ice cold and, to her own surprise, Allie found she did believe her.

      They may have been beaten in London but one thing was clear: Isabelle wasn’t giving up. Not in the slightest.

      The fight was still on.

      Dropping her hands to her lap, Allie raised her gaze. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘We don’t know that yet, but we are monitoring Nathaniel’s conversations and that has given us reason to believe Carter and the two guards are being held somewhere outside London. I suspect Nathaniel wants to use them as a bargaining chip.’

      She sounded furious. But Allie’s whole body felt lighter. As long as Carter was alive she could deal with anything.

      This burst of optimism came hand-in-hand with instant guilt for the way she’d behaved towards Isabelle that morning. The cruel things she’d said came back to her in a flood.

      Nathaniel was the enemy. Not her.

      ‘Look…’ she said hesitantly. ‘About what happened this morning —’

      Isabelle’s hand snapped up, stopping her.

      ‘Please don’t,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t your fault. I handled it very badly.’

      But Allie wasn’t about to accept that.

      ‘I was wrong,’ Allie said. ‘It was an awful night and horrible things happened but I know…’ She paused for a second before finishing. ‘I know you love him, too.’

      Spots of colour had appeared in Isabelle’s cheeks – the only sign of the tidal wave of emotion Allie suspected she was suppressing.

      ‘Yes, I do love him,’ the headmistress said. ‘Very much. And, with your help, we’ll have him back. Will you fight with me, Allie? For Carter?’

      Allie didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes.’

      Isabelle stood and walked around the desk to sit in the chair next to hers. This close, Allie could see the strain in her face. Her eyes were red-rimmed, underscored by shadows. But her expression was determined.

      ‘Allie, there have been times when, perhaps, I didn’t appreciate that this was as much your fight as it is mine. When I assumed you were too young to be involved in running this… struggle with Nathaniel,’ she said. ‘I won’t make that mistake again. You are at the heart of this. You have a right to decide what happens in your own life. And you have a right to know what my plans are.’

      She took a deep breath. ‘I’m leaving the Organisation. Leaving Cimmeria. And I’d like you to come with me.’

      The news hit Allie like a punch in the stomach. She felt winded. Betrayed.

      Abandoned.

      Hot tears prickled the backs of her eyes. For a second, she couldn’t seem to make her mouth work. ‘You’re… you’re leaving?’

      ‘We have to, Allie,’ Isabelle said gently. ‘You and me. Raj… Everyone. Whatever happens next, we have to leave Cimmeria Academy. We can wait until Nathaniel throws us out, or we can simply go. We can walk out of here on our own. I intend to do the latter.’

      The bottom had fallen out of Allie’s world.

      Do I have to lose everything? 

      She wanted to run out of this room and never come back. To sit in a dark corner somewhere and lick her wounds.

      But she made herself stay.

      ‘I don’t understand.’ Her voice was thick with unshed tears. ‘Where will you go?’

      Isabelle didn’t answer the question immediately. She ran her hand affectionately across the top of her polished, mahogany desk. Her face looked pensive.

      ‘Did I ever tell you I inherited this desk from my father?’

      Puzzled by the turn the conversation had taken, Allie shook her head. She knew Isabelle and Nathaniel had the same father, different mothers. That they’d grown up together, and their father had left everything to Isabelle, even though Nathaniel was his eldest child.

      But she knew little else about her family life.

      ‘He specified it in his will.’ Isabelle’s voice was soft. ‘It had been in his office as long as I could remember. It belonged to his father before him. He left it to me.’

      She pressed her hands flat on the desktop, her eyes flashing with repressed anger.

      ‘I don’t want my half-brother to touch this desk. I cannot bear to think of him in my school.’ She lifted her hands. ‘But the simple truth is, he has won. And we have to start thinking about how we intend to lose.’

      Too horrified and angry to be diplomatic, Allie raised her voice. ‘No, Isabelle. Don’t even say that. It’s not over. Not yet. We can’t give up. I won’t let you. Not after what he did. Not after Jo. Not after Carter.’

      Putting those two names – those two fates – in the same sentence was hard. But they were being honest with each other now. And Isabelle had to know how she felt.

      ‘Oh my dear, how can you have so little faith in me?’ The headmistress leaned back in her chair, studying her with a melancholy half-smile. ‘If there’s one thing Lucinda and I have both tried and failed to teach you, it’s how to win by losing. I think you have no choice now, except to learn this painful lesson.’

      ‘I don’t even know what that means,’ Allie snapped. She wasn’t interested in word-play right now. She needed Isabelle to stop giving up.

      ‘Then let me explain it to you.’ The headmistress held her gaze steadily. ‘First, we will lose when we leave this school. I accept that. But what you don’t understand is, I’m not giving up. I’m starting over.’

      Allie’s brow creased. ‘Starting over how?’

      ‘We will close Cimmeria Academy,’ the headmistress explained. ‘And open again with the same teachers, the same students, someplace else. Far away.’

      Allie was stunned. ‘What? You want to move the school?’

      ‘Effectively… yes.’

      ‘But… how? Where would we go?’

      ‘We have a lot of support abroad, and there are many possible locations. There’s a lovely old school in the Swiss Alps. A beautiful place, high in the mountains. It was a Victorian finishing school.’ Isabelle glanced at her father’s desk. ‘I can see us there.’

      Allie wanted to argue, but when she put it like that, it made worryingly good sense. An easy out. An end to the fighting. A fresh start. But there were flaws in the plan.

      ‘Wouldn’t Nathaniel just follow us?’

      The headmistress shrugged. ‘Possibly. But perhaps not. You see, if we left Orion and Cimmeria voluntarily, he’d have no reason to pursue us.’

      ‘Then he’s won,’ Allie said flatly.

      ‘That’s what we’d want him to think.’ Isabelle gave her a meaningful look. ‘Once we’re out of his reach we will find a way to undermine him. To destroy everything he builds. To defeat him.’

      Allie let out a breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. She felt suddenly numb.

      ‘So the same fight would continue.’

      Isabelle shook her head emphatically.

      ‘No, Allie,’ she said. ‘A new fight would begin. For the soul of everything. With us in the drivers’ seat.’ She leaned forward. ‘This is what I mean when I talk about losing cleverly. To come back and win another day.’

      Allie hated how plausible it sounded. The idea that this war with Nathaniel could go on, even after they’d lost Cimmeria, was more than she could bear right now. With Lucinda still to be buried, and Carter…

      She straightened. ‘What about Carter? You’re not giving up on him are you? Because I won’t go anywhere without him.’

      Isabelle held up her hands. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No one is going anywhere without Carter. We need to get him back first and then we leave. That’s what I’m focusing on now. Please believe me. I would never do anything that would hurt Carter.’

      It was a good plan. Or rather, it was the least-worst plan.

      Even so, Allie hated it. You can have all kinds of fancy words for losing, but whatever you call it, you’ve still lost.

      On the other hand, getting away – starting over. That was enticing. Leaving Nathaniel behind, at least for a while. Escaping. Being safe.

      The thought was almost inconceivable. And she wanted it as much as Isabelle did.

      However, she couldn’t imagine how this could be explained to the other students. They seemed so defeated. So exhausted. If she told them Isabelle’s big plan was to lose really, really well…

      They’d give up. The way she kind of wanted to give up now.

      They had to find a way to make everyone believe losing really was victory.

      She could hear no sound at all coming from the corridor. The school was quiet as a church. So her voice seemed startlingly loud when she spoke again.

      ‘We have to get Night School going again.’

      Isabelle’s head jerked up. ‘I’m sorry?’

      Now that she’d said it, Allie knew this was the answer. ‘You’ve cancelled training, and classes,’ she said, urgency strengthening her voice. ‘Bring them back. Get everyone back to work. Right now.’

      The headmistress looked taken aback. ‘Allie, after what happened to Lucinda, I really believe we need a few days to mourn.’

      But the more she thought about it, the more Allie was certain she was right. Having nothing to do was making everyone feel hopeless.

      ‘Don’t you see? We don’t need time to cry. Crying is losing. We need to get to work. When we work – when we train in Night School – we feel powerful. We are powerful.’ She took a breath. ‘Besides. If we’re going to get Carter back we don’t have days to wait. We have to get started right now.’

      Isabelle still appeared doubtful. ‘But the teachers are exhausted. The students are demoralised…’

      Allie didn’t waver. ‘Then let the teachers sleep tonight. Tomorrow, they should teach. The students are depressed because they think we’ve lost. Worse,’ she said, ‘they think we’re giving up. We need to make them understand we’re still fighting. We still have a chance… Because we do.’

    

OEBPS/imagedata/9781405529228.jpg
‘The perfect blend of suspense and romance
SOPHIE McKENZIE






