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  Part One


  The Village




  




  




  Level-down #1




  It’s not every day you can successfully pull off an under-the-radar break-in at your neighbour’s house … yet somehow get a detention and grounded just for speaking the Queen’s English.




  One little word.




  Okay, maybe two. And okay, maybe I was gaming during class as well. But my phone was on silent, and it was under the desk. I wasn’t disturbing anyone.




  Right before the Autumn break our teacher, Herr Bloch, had sent a letter home, stating:




  Charlotte needs to learn to think before she speaks.




  But what was I supposed to do? I arrived back at school to find nearly everyone – including Bloch – sucking up to the new kid in our class. And if there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s a crawler.




  The new kid, Byron, was hot off the train from Italy, so his German was non-existent. But he spoke English, which was a start. He was also, unfortunately, quite good-looking in a tanned, floppy-haired, sporty kind of way, so most of my classmates were hanging on to Bloch’s every word of introduction, while Byron stood there grinning like a boss.




  “Byron’s father is a highly respected, very conceptual man,” Bloch wheedled, and patted Byron on the shoulder.




  Across the other side of the classroom, Lyla Waterson’s usual poker-face was replaced with a look of eye-rolling endurance. For a moment, I entertained the thought that if she wasn’t so stuck up she might be potential friend material. She glared at me, and the moment passed.




  It felt like as good a time as any to pull out my phone and arc up The Rider.




  “But Herr Bloch? What does Byron’s father actually do?” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Aurora waving one manicured hand in the air. She didn’t have a single hair out of place, as usual. I slid my gaze back to the screen under my desk.




  “Best talk to Byron himself about that, Ms Morgenfrüh.” Topic closed, he began writing with his squeaky pen on the whiteboard. I glanced up as Byron sat himself down in the seat next to me.




  The Alpine Revelation, ca. 1750 – 1835.




  Bloch paused so the groaners could get it out of their systems. “All enquiries about Byron’s lineage after class, please. Let’s just say it’s a privilege to have him in our vicinity.”




  There was a hefty pause that went on a bit too long for my liking.




  I looked up from my screen. Everyone was staring at me.




  Bloch had his laser-beam eyeballs trained on me. “Wouldn’t you agree, Charlotte?”




  Actually, no. I’d almost made it through Level 7, having worked my way up over the past weeks from my humble two-legged beginnings, to BMX, to two-stroke trail bike, to Harley, to dune-buggy, and now, finally, to monster truck. And all in a valiant zombie-defying cause that Bloch had just blown to smithereens.




  He walked over to my desk and held out a hand.




  Into which I was presumably supposed to place my phone.




  Without looking at him, I slapped the phone onto his palm. As he walked away, my mouth said, “Obsequious mountebank.”




  That was the clincher.




  There was a cascade of sniggering from the boys directly behind me, and a shadow of a smile on Lyla’s face.




  Bloch stopped walking. “Enough!” he barked. “Aimes, you will stay behind after class.” He continued his trajectory to the front of the classroom.




  I crossed my arms and slid down in my seat. As Bloch continued building his white-board list of romantic, writerly mountain-lovers, I distracted myself by looking out the classroom window at the real thing: the Alps. Which were standing there smugly at the foot of the lake, waiting for a round of applause.




  At the time, I thought they looked like great hunks of marshmallow cake topped with cream and meringue but, then again, I read somewhere that we see what we want to see, and I may have just been hungry.




  My reputation at Apfelhof Bilingual School (or ‘the bilingual school’, as it was known locally) wasn’t very good to begin with.




  My little brother Mike and I had been there for just over a year, but it took me less than a day to work out I was unlikely to be popular. Not only was my dad the new music teacher, but most of the girls were obsessed with finding apps that paint their nails for them, and talking about whose parents were richer than a boy-band. Neither of which I felt the need to bond over.




  I liked to think I didn’t need any new friends because I had quite a few of them at my last school, but – I admit – after a year at the new school it was getting somewhat tedious hanging out with Mike every lunchtime. Not that there was much alternative. Ren and Ernest – the boys that sat behind me in class – were generally up for a casual chat. But I wasn’t about to pretend I was interested in discussing World War weapons and military strategies with Ernest. It’s just not on my radar. Conversely, I’ve always thought Ren was quite cute. (Like lots of kids around our town, we went to kindergarten together.) Still, when you’ve known someone since they were four and thought it was cool to wear underwear on the outside of their jeans because that’s what hot-air balloon explorers do, it kinda sheds a different light on things.




  I hate to admit it, but at that school, Lyla Waterson was the nearest thing I had to a friend. And that’s only because she and I were thrown together all the time for school projects, for sport, for anything requiring a double-act. We were the left-overs.




  You can always see Lyla because she’s tall and she walks with a limp from a gnarly skiing accident she had when she was a kid. Her mum is Swiss and her dad is Indian, so in its natural state, her hair is chocolate-brown and down to her shoulders, but the general populace don’t get to see that often because of her appetite for experimentation with hair products. She also happens to have parents who are richer than a boy-band. I know this because she’s another one of the local kids who just lives around the corner. I’ve known her since we were babies. Our mothers were friends before my mum died.




  Lyla’s the one who hacked into the school computer system and sent messages to all the teachers telling them there was to be a pupil-free day last February, mid-week, when she wanted to go snowboarding. Obviously the teachers didn’t buy it, but Lyla didn’t care. She walked around school with her poker-face on. For her, it’s about the challenge, not the outcome. Which makes her superbly popular with the nerdy boys, but pretty much nobody else.




  “Nice display of vocabulary back there, Aimes.” Ren tweaked my arm as he overtook me in the hallway.




  I scowled and made my way towards the notice board in the school foyer. Like every person and their dog, I was looking for ‘the list’. The list outlined stuff like who was in which room, who was on which team and of course which team was responsible for which chores. It’s more or less the Bible of Autumn Term Camp Information. Every year, we venture into the Swiss wilderness. Last year we headed for the Alps with about 700 tonnes of snowboarding gear, but it was too early in the season and there was no snow. Not a flake. We ended up visiting a lame llama farm designed for kindergarteners, and spending four tedious afternoons in Mountain Safety workshops with a hard-core ex-Olympic skier called Romano, who kept telling us to respect the mountain as we would our fellow humans. Which would have been fine if he wasn’t so intense about it: each day, our chairs inched progressively back in the room until by Friday we were all mashed against the wall, cowering in fear of rock-avalanches. Let’s just say that this season I crossed my fingers for snow – and lots of it.




  “Oh, for the love of Mike.”




  It was Lyla. My brother’s name is Mike, and she knows it. She looked back at me, deadpan. That day, parts of her partially bleached hair were tinted a deep blueberry. Other bits were faded pink. “So we’re on the same team and in the same dorm. Again.” She pulled out her phone and took a snap of each page of The List.




  “Looks like.” I said. “Although you can’t deny it’s the best bedroom. Small, strongest wi-fi in the whole joint, out of the way of the screechy nail-painters …” There was no response. “And, if I may say so, Waterson, your hair is looking mighty beetrooty today.” I turned to leave, smothering a grin.




  “Cherry!” Lyla called out after me. “It’s a dye I made from real cherry. Not beetroot.” A pause. “Not that you’d know an organic beetroot from your …”




  I didn’t hear the rest of it, because Mike himself appeared at my elbow, tugging my sleeve.




  “Charlotte,” he hissed. “I need to tell you something important.” His platinum hair had been carefully combed down that morning, though bits were now springing up in various directions.




  I held the main door open for him.




  He waited.




  “You go through the door now,” I said patiently. “I’m being polite.”




  Mike snapped to attention. “Oh. Right.” He stepped outside into the quadrangle. There was a brisk autumn breeze, so I steered him to my regular bench which was, happily, bathed in full sun.




  Ren and Ernest were less than four metres away, trying to flip their skateboards with one foot. And failing dismally.




  “Okay, talk,” I said.




  “Old Sami has disappeared.”




  “So?” I shrugged. “He’s probably just on holidays. Or got lost in his chilli-pepper jungle.” I snorted at my own joke. Old Sami is the guy around the corner. He lives in one of a few old chalet-style houses that got sandwiched in between 1980s apartment blocks, and he lets Mike do all kinds of experiments with his verdant vegetable garden: specifically, his chilli-peppers.




  Mike’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know he had a jungle.” (Mike, as you can probably tell, is more than a bit literal.)




  “Never mind. Maybe he’s on holidays. Go get one of your friends to look with you.”




  Mike looked troubled. “One of my friends?”




  I mentally kicked myself. I put my hand on his arm. He looked at it impassively.




  I sighed. “When someone puts their hand on your arm, they’re usually being reassuring,” I said, and tried to think of something equally reassuring to say. “Not everyone needs hundreds of friends,” I said. “Look at me, for instance. Or Ren over there. He’s mainly just friends with Ernest.”




  Ren and Ernest looked at us sideways.




  Mike inspected them silently, and turned to me again. “I’ve thought of most permutations regarding Old Sami’s disappearance,” he said. “So don’t try to brush it aside. I’m telling you, Charlotte: he’s gone missing. You need to find him.”




  At this point I should explain that at my old school, which was the local Swiss school, I had a bit of a reputation for solving kids’ problems. Somehow, the fact that I could speak English fluently made the kids think I was some kind of British investigator. Which I milked, of course. Never mind that I’m half Australian, half Swiss.




  “What are you staring at?” I aimed this at Ren, who appeared to have been listening in on our conversation.




  “Not you, that’s for sure.” His gaze swerved to Mike. “Go tell Meier at the police station. Lodge a formal ‘missing’ report, or something.”




  “Thanks, Ren, but I’ve got it under control,” I said. Somehow, I was flustered. And not happy about it. I pulled Mike to standing position. “I’ll talk to you about this at home,” I said, and turned to Ren. “Goodbye, René.” I clamped my lips together.




  Ren held up his hands. “Peace,” he said, backing away. “Check you later, Mike.”




  Mike nodded.




  I turned my back to Ren and took Mike’s arm. “I gotta get going. Tell Dad I’ll be late because I’m on detention.”




  Most brothers would take this as a cue to laugh like a maniac at their sister’s misfortune. Not Mike. He doesn’t think like that. He simply asked, “Is your phone dead?”




  “Yes,” I spat. Which was a complete fabrication. I just didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news.




   




   




  A Revelation of Convenience




  “Charlotte. Welcome.” Bloch looked up as I entered the classroom. “You’re just in time to compile a perspective on the Alpine Revelation as seen through the eyes of English writers of some literary merit.” He smiled, all business-like, and handed me a pile of musty old books about the Alps and the likes of Katherine Mansfield, D.H. Lawrence and Percy B. Shelley.




  “Are you sure you don’t mean Revolution? That sounds so much more fun.”




  “Indeed not. I mean Revelation.” Bloch tapped his finger on the desk. “The Alps have inspired many a writer over the years. You’ll find some of the older writers have exceptional vocabularies. Not unlike yourself,” he added drily. “You’ll get your phone back at five.”




  Joy. I flipped through the well-thumbed tomes, hating the fact that my eyeballs weren’t as fast as a search engine.




  I alighted with glee on a chapter in an old Travel and Adventure book entitled, Inspiration: the Alpine Air. It contained tedious chapters about the glories of the Alps, about the awe-struck and transfixed traveller … and one deliciously woe-addled chapter as a counterpoint. Eagerly, I flicked through until I reached it. It was called: Far from the scudding clouds.




  I took out my pen and started copying some sample quotes.




  Oh, I pray never more to rest eyes on rock, waterfall, or snow-topped mountain. (Mme. De Boulevard, 1821.)




  I tapped my pen on my teeth, then continued.




  Would that I should never encounter snow nor peaks of this sort again. It pleases me not to see the monotony of colour: day after day, hour after hour, minute after sorry minute. (Edward, Eighth Earl of Waterbridge, 1843.)




  My view? It’s so obvious that in a mountainous place like Switzerland, whoever controls the transport system controls their destiny. And the country. Logically, then, before 1750 any traveller would have been bonkers to try to make headway through the Alps. I mean, have you seen those things? They are humungus.




  I wrote:




  There were no trains. No planes. No monster trucks. It was The People Vs. The Elements. And mostly The Elements won. As soon as they could travel away from The Elements, they found time for tea and cake and chats in chalets, and sketching tours of the mountains. And all because of the railways. It was a Revelation built on pampered convenience. No wonder they felt the earth move when they finally clapped eyes on the Alps. Because they didn’t have to live there.




  Personally, I thought my essay was a stroke of brilliance, and I arrived home in a relatively good mood. I even felt beneficent enough to bring three days’ worth of mail upstairs. (Dad avoids the mailbox like a plague because it’s usually full of bills.) My good mood gave way to suspicion when I saw Dad in the kitchen on his mobile phone with his guitar in one hand (no surprises there) and a massive expression of concentration on his face. When he frowned at me and started speaking his kindergarten-level German into the phone I knew it was Herr Bloch.




  I slunk past, eyeing him cautiously.




  On the spectrum of dads, my dad’s probably less than conventional: he has short hair that’s grown out a bit too much, and he wears black jeans and usually 1980s heavy metal t-shirts and a tragic used-to-be-a-rock-star black leather jacket when he’s not teaching. Today he had a black collared shirt on because he’d worked that morning. His sleeves were rolled up almost to his armpits. (No comment.)




  He got off the phone and glared at me, and there I was, after only one day back at school in the Autumn Term, waiting for it.




  “You’re grounded, Charlotte Aimes.”




  Ring the bells, make an announcement. Aimes has #doneitagain.




  “But he is obsequious,” I said. “And a mountebank. I was only stating the obvious.”




  Dad wasn’t impressed. “For crying out loud, Charlotte! Gaming in class?”




  “It was The Rider! I was up to—”




  “Let me finish.” Dad put his talk-to-the-hand up. “Gaming aside, you shouldn’t be going around saying stuff like that to anyone. It’s unforgivably rude.”




  “As a matter of fact, I didn’t realise I’d said it.”




  “And that’s the problem.” He sighed. “You know they could fire me?” He put his guitar on the bench, next to a cooling rack and a mess of mixing bowls and utensils.




  “My life has nothing to do with you,” I said.




  “It has everything to do with me and my reputation among the other teachers. After last year’s behaviour, you’re lucky to still be at this school. And you’re only here by the skin of your teeth because I talked them into it.” His thumb and forefinger were about one millimetre apart, in front of his nose.




  The oven timer went off, and he paused for a moment before killing it. He whipped a tea-towel from his back pocket and opened the oven door.




  “Did you even ask me if I wanted to stay at this stupid school? Mike is the one who needs the extra tuition, not me. And don’t start ranting and raving about good opportunities and privileged blah-de-blah.”




  Oven still open, Dad turned to me. He was holding some kind of awful concoction that might or might not have been a cake, and the hot oven air was blowing from behind. He looked sweaty and windswept from the fires of death-metal hell.




  “Listen,” he said, “I know it’s been a big move for you, leaving the local school. But it was over a year ago, and you can’t mess around forever, pretending the bilingual school isn’t happening.” He dropped the cake on the cooling rack.




  “I’m fourteen. I’m not a kid any more. I can make up my own mind about schools.”




  “Charlotte, this is the way it is, and I’d appreciate it if you’d cooperate.” He slammed the oven door and delivered his coup de grâce. “The phone goes away, and you’re grounded for a week.”




  “What?!”




  “You can use my old phone for emergency calls if need be.”




  “No! Not the brick phone!”




  “I don’t know how else to get it into your head. You can’t keep letting your mouth run away with you. You’re too old to be behaving so disrespectfully.”




  I threw my school bag to the floor. “Mum would’ve understood. She knew the importance of having a good vocabulary.”




  “Don’t you try and put words in her mouth,” he said, his voice getting louder. “Your mother would have agreed with me, make no mistake. But you’re stuck with me now, Charlotte.” He looked at me with an expression I hadn’t seen before. But it passed, and he put his hands on the bench and took a deep breath. “Mike needs to be somewhere that caters for his … ‘Mike-ness’.”




  “But I don’t need to be there.”




  “I’m sure Mike appreciates having you around.” He paused. “Please go and have a think about all this. And think about how you can save some money to contribute to the camp fees.” He turned his back and started packing the dishwasher. “Nothing comes free in this world. And certainly not at this school.”




  “That’s because the school is full of rich kids who don’t know their left butt-cheek from their elbow.”




  Dad turned around, and I clapped a hand over my mouth.




  But he just said, in a tragically disappointed way, “Help yourself to cake, Charlotte.”




  “That’s not cake,” I mumbled, and got the heck out of there.




  I dumped the mail on top of my washing basket and sat on my chair. Swivelling around, I looked at the small white desk that sits in the corner of my bedroom.




  I won’t say my room is neat and tidy: that would be bending the truth. Frankly, I don’t see the point in putting your clothes away when you’re only going to have to get them out again.




  Mostly my room is filled with books. Yes: paper and ink. I have boxes and boxes of them. Not that I’ve read many of them. I like reading, but my Grandmother – we call her Oma – brought these books to me in big cardboard boxes after Mum died, and nearly every single one of them has my mother’s name in the front. Her handwriting changes according to how old she was when she received the book. As I said, I like reading, but every time I open a book it takes me closer to the end; closer to the time when there won’t be anything else to discover about my own mother.




  When I told Mike this a few weeks back, he said, “A beginning is often the start of the end.” He occasionally says insightful things.




  “Sheesh, a bit glass-half-empty, aren’t we?” I said with a snort.




  He looked puzzled. “What glass?”




  “Never mind.”




  Of course, he’s right. Though it’s my job as his sister to disagree with him.




  His approach is to Just Read Digital. The only real-life books he owns used to be Mum’s too: an old physics book and a chemistry book, both of which have so many diagrams and equations in them that it would be a royal pain in the rear end to try and read them on a small screen. Although – I admit – study books and text books with lots of different topics do avoid the problem with endings. Maybe Mike’s known that all along.




  Aside from the boxes of books, I also have Mum’s old Mac. It looks like a box with a tiny screen and it has a cute little, pixel-city, clock graphic that tells you when the computer is thinking. It’s from the 1990s, so it was a dinosaur even when she was alive. But sometimes nerdy IT-types get a bit attached to their hardware (or that’s what Mum used to say, anyway) and she was a self-proclaimed nerdy IT-type who wrote articles and reviews and all sorts of stuff about ‘new technology’. She used to remind us frequently that she grew up without mobile phones, so I guess everything digital was fascinating to her, and the novelty never wore off.




  After Mum died, Dad transferred the bulk of the files. There are still a few there. Old photo files and an Excel file full of numbers, and a folder with her first reviews in it. She was proud of her writing, and so was Dad.




  I think of the Mac as an oversized journal. It’s not portable, but it is secure. I mostly love it because it smiles at me when it boots up. It used to smile at Mum, too, even before I was born, and I like that. It has a complete and utter lack of wireless capabilities, but the way I see it, if you plan on making a living out of writing, you need a place to think – somewhere nobody can find your thoughts.




  It bothers me that Mum’s tweets and articles are still out there in the ether, nearly two years after she died. Anyone, literally anyone – checkout chick, prisoner, fangirl, police officer, hacker, pervert, Mafioso – can theoretically read the ideas that came out of her head. And the longer it is since she died, the less I’m convinced that I knew her any more than any one of those people.




  Which is why I have her books. Which is why I’m going to read them all – every single one of them – very, very slowly.




  I turned my attention to my homework. This year was supposed to be a ‘big year’ at school, or so everyone said. Lyla, especially, was fond of reminding us that we were doomed if we didn’t score at least a 5 for each subject. In Switzerland, you have to score a 6 in everything to be top of the class. Doesn’t sound like a huge number, but if you have a teacher like Herr Bloch it’s pretty hard to get past a 4. Aurora, of course, gets 6s all over the place, but she studies her backside off and she is also prone to bouts of obsequiousness, so you’d expect that. Lyla, on the other hand, appears to do no work whatsoever, yet somehow comes out golden.




  It’s not that I have anything against Lyla. Except I do. As I said, we went to kindergarten together, like lots of kids in the area, but then Lyla went to the bilingual school, whereas I went to the local one. All I know is that she didn’t act friendly when I turned up at the bilingual school. It was like all of a sudden I was on her turf and she didn’t approve of it.




  So there I was, staring at my desk, not liking the fact that I was a teensy bit worried about what this year might bring. And I was annoyed that Lyla kept reminding me it was going to be a hard year, because as of today it looked like I’d already screwed up, and it wasn’t even winter yet.




  Dad interrupted my inactivity by yelling – well, growling – “Dinner!”




  He sounded like a death-metal front-man but I’d never tell him that. He’d think that was a compliment.




  My dad has this weird thing about napkins, which he buys in bulk packs of different colours from some pop-up warehouse. And when he sets the table, he chooses them to match the ‘featured vegetable of the week’. So if we’re eating a lot of peas because peas were on special, he has green napkins. You know it’s trouble if he puts black ones out, because it usually means we’re in for a week of eggplants.




  “We need Dohna here more than once a month,” Mike announced, as soon as he sat down. Dohna’s our cleaner, though she does much more than clean. I call it whipping-us-into-shape, because she checks that our sheets are all changed, irons stuff that normally wouldn’t need it, goes through the freezer and gets rid of the piles of junk that accumulate on top of bookshelves and tables. Dad has never asked her to do this; she just does it. She probably feels sorry for him, what with his being a single parent and all.




  Dad and I both looked at Mike impassively. Mike isn’t known for his social skills. It comes with the territory when you’re on the map straddling the lands of freak and genius.




  Dad put his fork down. “Dude, it’s your job to keep the public spaces clean in this house.”




  Mike looked at Dad.“I’m not a dude. I’m saying that I’m too busy these days to add Clearing Public Spaces to my list.”




  “You’re in fifth grade,” I reminded him. “You’re not busy.”




  “I have extra work. As you well know,” Mike said. Which was true: he was in an accelerated learning stream. But I also happen to know Mike was more than capable of doing his work and all the other extension work he was given without batting an eyelid.




  Dad shook his head. “Having Dohna come once a week would be an added cost that I don’t need right now.”




  “I can pay for Dohna to come, say, every other fortnight,” Mike suggested, as he sliced into a crusty cob. “So you pay one time in the month and I pay the second.”




  “And where would you get the money for that?” I scoffed.




  Mike looked at Dad. “Financial details are best kept private, aren’t they?”




  Dad shrugged. “There are no rules.”




  Mike didn’t like grey areas, so I guessed I’d be getting no details from him until he’d come to a decision. That could take weeks. Years.




  “Anyway, what you do with your money is up to you, mate. But I can’t afford for Dohna to come more than once a month.” He turned to me. “Charlotte, have you thought about how you can earn some money for camp?”




  I shrugged. “Robbing a bank.”




  Dad ignored my sarcasm. “What about Frau Medici? You’ve done gardening for her before, haven’t you?”




  “Watering,” I said, remembering the long, hot summer a few years earlier in which I managed to water-log her pot-plants and simultaneously kill the tomatoes.




  Mike shook his head again. “She’s replacing all her plants with an Italian sculpture garden.” He waved his fork in the air as he chewed.




  “How do you know?”




  Mike swallowed. “Everyone knows.” He took a swig of his water. “Why don’t you charge all the local kids that come to you for advice? You could make a good profit, once you write off the time spent away from your homework.” He wiped his face with his napkin. “Which some would argue is robbing you of future educational goals.”




  “What’s this about the local kids?” Right on cue, Dad had his concerned parent face on.




  I sighed. “Scarlett started it.” I pointed to the ceiling: Scarlett lived upstairs.




  “What? What did she start? Did you not do your homework?” I could feel him shifting to Yellow Alert.




  “Of course I did my homework. Two years ago. But I was quite good at solving kids’ problems as well, that’s all. Multi-tasking, it’s called.”




  “She worked out that Scarlett was eating her erasers during the night.” Mike cracked a smile.




  Dad’s gaze bounced between us like he was watching a game of ping-pong. “Eating her erasers?”




  “Sure. Like sleep-walking, except sleep-eating.”




  “And how did you work this out?”




  “First of all, she was late for school all the time. Ergo: too tired to get up in the mornings. Ergo: interrupted – or not enough – sleep. Secondly, her brothers have blue ink all over their hands all the time. Ergo: they weren’t stealing her erasers because they don’t use pencils.”




  “But it’s a bit of a leap to say she’s eating them.”




  I shrugged. “It was just a theory …”




  “I didn’t agree with her,” Mike interjected. “Charlotte relies far too much on her instincts, and not enough on evidence.”




  “… so I asked her if she was having trouble with her bowels.”




  Dad put down his fork again. “Enough! We can’t talk about this at the table!”




  “But you must agree, it’s a good idea to charge people for your advice,” Mike pressed on.




  I rolled my eyes ceiling-wards. “Even if I thought it was a good idea to get paid in marbles and Pokémon cards, I don’t get to see anyone around here any more, because I have to go to an up-tight school where …”




  Dad cleared his throat.




  I shoved some potato in my mouth, and mumbled, “Let me know if you have any proper ideas, Wunderkind.”




  “Right. Well, let’s try and think of some other ideas,” Dad said, suddenly all perky and Disney Princess. “What about Old Sami up the road? His garden’s quite large and he’s getting on a bit. Could probably use some help.”




  Well, he might as well have said ‘A wave of zombies is approaching’, because Mike stood up immediately, almost tipping his chair over. “I have to go,” he announced, and left. Just like that. Regardless of parental protests.




  I wasn’t going to let him get away that easily.




  “Be back in a jiffy,” I said.




  Dad stood up. “You most certainly won’t. Did I not just say you’re grounded?”




  I sat down with a bump and a grimace.




  Truth be told, I just flat out didn’t believe that Old Sami would have moved out. Why? Because in Switzerland, if you are of a certain age and maturity and you happen to own a house, you never move. Never. You stay until they carry you out in a coffin.




  Secondly, part of me was a bit concerned because I passed Old Sami’s place that very evening on the way home from school and noticed some curtain-pulling irregularities.




  Just so you get the picture: I walk past Old Sami’s house twice a day, so I know the following Curtain Position Rules are employed:




  Mornings = 50% Open Position (or Closed, take your pick).


  Afternoon = 20% Open Position.




  That afternoon, I’d noticed the curtains were slightly more opened than usual – I’d say about 40% – which didn’t fit into either of the Curtain Position Rules. Very out of character and, obviously, the second reason I didn’t believe the stories.




  I ate the rest of my meal slowly, so there was more chance that Mike would be back in time to pack the dishwasher instead of me. When it was clear that he wasn’t coming back straight away, I made an excuse that I had a headache and had to go to bed. Dad raised an eyebrow but he didn’t argue.




  Once settled comfortably in the dark, reclining on my pillows, I treated myself to an under-the-radar bout of The Rider on Dad’s tablet.




  I had to start at Level 1 again, but whatever; I’d have my phone back soon enough.




  As I ran my cute little stubby avatar legs across town carrying messages from the Underground, I expertly slayed a whole nest of Bureaucrats, setting their campaign back weeks, and allowing the lines of communication to open between the main street and the back streets. The Quillmaster waxed lyrical, with lines I knew by heart.




  Keep the fires of knowledge burning!




  Information must be free!




  My goal was to make it to at least two-stroke postal delivery bike that night – and build my network so it reached half-way up the Brokeridge Mountain. A goal that I reckon I could have reached if I hadn’t had a thought niggling away at the back of my mind …




  I killed the screen. I’d reached only BMX level: no elevation. But something was telling me I needed to do as Mike had requested: I needed to investigate Old Sami’s house. How exactly I was going to do that was the challenge.




  But being grounded is not such a big deal. As the Quillmaster says:




  Dear Rider, rules are made to be broken.




   




   




  IM1




  Me: Going 2 Old Sami’s joint tonite




  Mike: Does Dad know?




  Me: course not




  Mike: How r u texting me without your phone?




  Me: got dad’s stupid old brick




  Mike: wouldn’t it be easier if you came to my room to talk?




  Me: U coming with me?!




  Mike: I was already there




  Me: and?




  Mike: there was a car in the driveway. Not Sami’s




  Me: So I REPEAT: U coming w me?




  Mike: No, it’s past my bedtime. I already asked Ren to take a look




  Me: ??!! @#$%^




  Mike: is there a problem with your keyboard?




   




   




  Mr Mandarin




  After the house was dark and I was sure Dad was asleep, I slipped on my black jeans, a black beanie, and one of Dad’s long-sleeved black heavy metal t-shirts turned inside-out (so the glittery AC/DC wasn’t a dead giveaway). I tip-toed into Mike’s room.




  I shook his shoulder. “Hey, where are your binoculars?” He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Come on, I haven’t got all night.”
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