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			Chapter One

			A Game of Shadows

			A full moon hung heavy in the Dorset night sky. Beneath it, Kirrin Island lay gleaming.

			All was still.

			At first glance, that is.

			Between the castle’s crumbling battlements, a masked figure moved with extreme caution, tiptoeing forward, one stealthy foot after the other . . .

			Suddenly, a cone of light pierced the shadow, pinning the creeping figure, who covered his eyes and leapt back.

			‘You’ve blinded me!’ he shouted. ‘I thought you said that thing didn’t work?’

			‘Sorry,’ said Dick. ‘I was just sort of fiddling with it, and it came on.’

			‘I can’t see anything now,’ complained Julian.

			‘Oh – I’ve got this – it’s Jane Eyre!’ came Anne’s voice, from within a tent. ‘Is it the bit where Rochester gets blinded?’

			‘It’s not part of his charade; it was an accident,’ said Dick. ‘I put the batteries back in the torch the wrong way round and it came on.’

			‘I literally cannot see!’ Julian squealed. ‘You’ve burnt my retinas!’

			‘Besides, I did Jane Eyre earlier,’ said Anne. ‘It would be cheating to do that again. Maybe it’s Gloucester from King Lear?’

			‘Or Pacino in Scent of a Woman?’ George asked.

			‘Oh, yes, good one,’ said Anne.

			‘It’s not part of the game!’ Julian protested. He stood with his hands on his hips, still unable to see, staring grumpily at where he thought the others probably were.

			‘Good,’ said George. ‘Stupid effeminate title anyway, Scent of a Woman. Makes it sound like her guffs smell of perfume.’

			‘Thank you, George,’ Anne said. ‘How pleasant.’

			‘I don’t know why we have to play bloody charades,’ said Julian. ‘We aren’t a hundred years old.’

			‘It’s because you finally got us kicked off our last quiz on Zoom,’ said Anne, ‘for arguing with the quizmaster. Again.’
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			'Lockdown will only be a week. Maybe two. We'll be sipping cider in the pub in no time, mark my words!'

			‘I don’t see how it can be my fault,’ Julian explained, still facing in the wrong direction, ‘that that oaf didn’t know the difference between Yasujirō Ozu and Kenji Mizoguchi! I mean, call that a film round?’ 

			‘Oh, shut up,’ said Anne. 

			‘And you won’t let us play Cards Against Humanity,’ Dick said, ‘because you refuse to explain to Anne the definition of the word b—’

			‘No!’ said Julian, clutching his ears. ‘I’d almost succeeded in forgetting. If only I could scrub it from my brain! Don’t say it. Please, I cannot imagine Anne knowing that word!’ He backed away from them, hands pressed tightly over his ears, singing, ‘La la la, I’m not listening to you,’ and disappeared into the shadows of the castle ramparts.

			‘Whose turn is it next?’ asked George.

			‘George!’ said Anne. ‘There’s a dangerous drop over there! He could fall and crack his head!’

			‘Might knock some sense into him,’ said Dick.

			They pondered this for a moment before deciding that, on balance, they ought to make sure Julian was okay.

			They all scrambled out of their sleeping bags, calling to him. But they now found that they, too, were temporarily blinded by the torchlight.

			‘Always guessing Jane Eyre,’ they heard Julian muttering in the darkness. ‘With the facemask on, I thought Phantom of the Opera was pretty easy, although I would have accepted Burglar Bi— AAARGH!’

			‘Julian!’ screamed Anne. She snatched the torch out of Dick’s hand and ran towards Julian’s voice. After all the perils they had overcome on this island, to be killed in a stupid game like this would be a terribly ignominious way to go. Even if it did rather reflect their transformation from heroic children to mundane adults.

			‘There you are,’ Anne said, as she came round a corner. ‘You had me worried then. What are you doing?’

			‘I backed into a wooden post and got a splinter in my arse,’ said Julian, peering round his side, his pyjama bottoms partially lowered. ‘I’m trying to get it out.’

			‘Well, there you’re on your own. I don’t love you that much.’ She handed him the torch. ‘Come back to the tents. It’s nearly eight o’clock. Bedtime.’

			‘I’m freezing,’ muttered Julian. ‘Glorious sunshine in the day, arctic at night. All my outside bits have practically frozen off.’

			‘How lovely,’ said Anne. 

			‘You’re not dead, then?’ asked George, as her two cousins came back into the part of the castle ruins where they’d pitched their tents. The torchlight was still predominantly pointed towards the interior of Julian’s cotton PJ bottoms, casting disturbing shadows.

			‘Eight p.m., did you say?’ said Julian, looking up into the night sky. ‘Might as well be midnight. Isn’t there something I was supposed to do at eight?’

			Julian nearly jumped out of his skin and dropped the torch as his three compadres rose to their feet in unison, clapping and whooping. Timmy joined in, howling and barking. In the face of this madness, Julian cowered, staring at them.

			‘Wha–what are you—?’

			His hand fell on a device behind him and, turning, he saw that it was his laptop, which had long been left to sleep, carefully propped on a stone shelf. As he touched it, the screen came alive and he saw the light winking beside the webcam.

			‘Julian!’ said a tinny voice. ‘Glad to have you with us. Okay, I think that’s everyone? Sorry to ask for an evening conference call, ladies and gents, but it was the only time we could all make . . .’

			That was what he had been supposed to remember! 

			Julian was confronted by a checkerboard of pixelated squares, each showing the looming face of one of his many loathed colleagues, smiling out from their bright and healthy households, like a gallery of judgement.

			They couldn’t see him like this. Why was this happening? His brother, sister and cousin all clapping and screaming in the background, and him dressed in his PJs!

			He leapt forward to slam down the lid of the laptop, but failed to make proper contact, and unthinkingly let go of his pyjama bottoms.

			‘No!’ he screamed. ‘Nooooo!’

			‘Woof!’ agreed Timmy. ‘Woooof!’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Lockdown Blues

			Reader, they were in lockdown.

			A few days earlier, the five old friends-in-adventure (three siblings, one beloved cousin, one extra-beloved dog) had come to stay on Kirrin Island one final time. 

			It was a chance to reminisce and spend a little time together before life took them on their separate journeys. Anne was moving in with her best friends, Olivia the book publisher and Camilla the doctor (two distinguished professionals who Julian insisted on referring to as ‘the saucy vixens’); Dick had accepted a place to study for an M.A. at a Scottish university, starting in the autumn; George was due to leave in the summer to take up a job in San Francisco; and Timmy, of course, would go with her.

			Only Julian was going to be left behind, and that was partly why Anne had suggested they come for one last expedition to this old haunt of theirs.
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			‘We’re stuck playing charades, Julian, because you got us kicked off all those pub quizzes on Zoom!’

			They had arrived on a chilly March afternoon, with a view to staying for two nights. Then came the announcement: everyone in the country was expected to stay where they were. For the foreseeable future.

			Here was a group of youngsters (although, with Julian pushing forty . . . but they were still young at heart) who had always been unashamedly earnest and adamant about doing the right thing. When it came to an emergency, or a disaster, or a crisis, they were in their element. But now they were being told (in so many words, in a direct order from the prime minister himself) that their country called upon them to . . . to . . .

			‘To just sit on our arses?’ asked Julian, turning the radio off with a snap.

			The others, who had been sitting around the campfire to eat, nodded glumly. They had suddenly lost their appetites.

			‘But . . .’ he said.

			They looked at him.

			‘But . . .’ he repeated. His mind recoiled from this.

			‘But we can’t!’ he said. ‘We can’t just do nothing!’

			‘We have to,’ said Dick. ‘That is our job.’

			It was so unexpected, and counter-intuitive, that it seemed on the face of it as hard as any task they’d ever faced.

			‘We have to go home to London,’ he said.

			‘Why?’ asked Anne. ‘To be cooped up in a flat? We’ll go bananas!’

			‘We’re probably going to go bananas either way,’ said George. ‘Might as well do it here, where we’ve got so many happy memories. And fresh air.’

			‘That’s all very well,’ said Dick, snapping open a can of Staropramen, ‘but, really, we’ll have to work from home. We’ll need electricity, and broadband and all that . . .’
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