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Book One.


 


Hybrid. 





Chapter 1. 


Arrival.


Challenging the valleys and mountains of Poseidon’s domain, the tiny canvas-winged vessel soared on upwards, then surged on downwards, its master revelling at the confrontation. As though growing tired with his taunting ways, the sea-god relented, becalming his realm and the black shrouds parted and Sol’s rays warmed the air once more; then the warmth changed to a merciless heat as the wind faded.


Sean McKinney looked up at the burning sky and thanked his heritage; anybody else would have died or gone mad weeks ago. He did not regret the day he left the South American shores and he looked as always towards the horizon, to his destiny, and sighed as his vision failed him once more. 


Poseidon changed his mind as the weather often did, the man in his wooden shell looked up as the sail on his boat fluttered, once, then twice, then the breeze lifted the sail enabling the small craft to move forward into the approaching night. 


As dawn began the day, with his strength long-since ebbed away, he could only sit resting on the tiller, as his boat slowly approached land now visible on the horizon. 


The sound of surf and the boat’s keel grating on sand woke him. He heard a noise, a voice, something soft caressing his brow. A new scent touched his senses. He forced his eyes open; gazing at the image of his mortal benefactor, then darkness surrounded him.


*


He lay on a mattress of sweet-smelling dried grass. Cool hands smoothed his brow as he awoke. He looked up into the dark, oriental eyes of a woman in her mid-twenties. A boy-child of about three years stood by her side, staring at him in natural curiosity. The woman spoke in broken English, “You were in boat long time, where you come from?”


He croaked a few syllables then gave up. 


She smoothed back his red hair from his ear. “You are not normal for Gaijin, you have strange ears, are you imp?” 


She picked up a bowl, placed it to his lips. He took a sip, swallowed eagerly. He took another one, he managed to squeak, “Yes, an imp, and you must be an angel, for all angels are born of beauty and have the power even to heal even an imp.”


She smiled, placed fingertips over his lips. “Do not speak more, you must now rest.” She bowed slightly then turned, leaving the room with the little boy. 


*


Several days later, he woke up in the half-light of evening at the sound of movement. He looked around the room, saw her approaching him. She was naked. Her small breasts quivered as she quickened her pace. She pulled back his bed covers, climbed in beside him. They embraced. “As you know my husband drowned in a storm, it is my time and I wish a companion for my son. So, shall we pillow?”


He smoothed her hair from her face, kissed her lips.


“Mitsuki, my Asian rose, you have rescued me from the sea. You have fed me and cared for me these past three months. And now you wish to bear my child?”


She looked at him for a short while then nodded. “Yes, for I know that one day you will leave, for how long I do not know,” then she leaned forward, kissed him on the mouth. He returned the kiss, caressed her and she called out as he pleasured her, their cries echoing into the night.


*


She stood on the shore, her hand caressing her swollen belly. With the other hand she waved to her husband as he set out to fish in his boat. Mitsuki Koizumi looked down at her son Toshi wondering what her late husband would have said to her choice of companion, a foreigner, an Imp at that, one who could work magic when they made love.


*


Baltimore 2033. Senator Arthur Bernard Clarke and his second, British-born wife Linda arrived home at ten-thirty pm on a Friday night. They walked along the hallway of their miniature mansion in their evening clothes. Linda threw her mink stole onto an adjacent chair. “I’m going to have a shower, are you coming with me, Mr Vice President?” 


Clarke slipped out of his jacket. “You go on up and get yourself nice and ready for me, I have to watch the late news, it’s a big day for all of us tomorrow. Let’s make tonight a night to remember.” He watched as she walked to the stairway. He called out, “Where’s my insulin pen?” 


“It’s in the bathroom where you left it. You go and have your injection, I won’t be long.” 


He entered the downstairs bathroom, removed his shirt and dumped it in the laundry basket. He opened the medicine cabinet and took out his insulin injector-pen, an experimental re-chargeable device. After pulling up his T-shirt, he placed the tip of the pen against his stomach, pressed once and then placed the pen back inside the cabinet. He paused in the hallway, slipped off his shoes and walked into the study where he turned on the TV. He sat down and after a short while he felt dizzy and warm. The muscles of his jaw, neck, and head felt weak and relaxed. Then his arms and legs began to feel heavy and difficult to move. Breathing became harder and he lost of feeling in all of his limbs, and a look of concern creased his features as his vision swam.


*


Senator Clarke didn’t respond as his wife entered the room and stood before him displaying her naked body. Believing him to be asleep, she reached out to him, tilted his head back, and screamed as she stared into his lifeless eyes.


*


Pricilla Clarke stood before her father’s coffin. A salvo of rifle fire shattered the silence, frightening the birds from the trees, sending them flying frantically through the cemetery grounds. She stood with her mother, her elder brother, and her younger sister. She watched as two soldiers folded the flag and handed it to her mother. Tears rolled down her cheeks and pearled on her black summer coat then ran down and seeped into the earth around her father’s grave.


*


Osaka. A compact ball of straw, no bigger than a softball, packed inside sacking and bound with string, swung at a height of one-and-half metres at the end of a long, dimly-lit room. Suspended on a thin cord, its movement carried it almost across the width of the room. Its return journey was interrupted by an arrow as it hit it dead centre, causing it to sway erratically back and forth. 


Fourteen-year-old Marita Nakatogi emerged from the shadows and halted the ball’s movements, removing the arrow after slipping the knot on the target. She carried the ball and the projectile, now secure in a quiver, and moved off to one side and placed the ball in a wicker basket. She looked along the length of the room, at Janet Koizumi, seventy-five metres farther down inside the ancient wooden building, dressed in the costume of a Kyudoka, kneeling blindfolded, waiting patiently. Without further ado, Marita turned and walked on another ten metres. She released the next target and stepped back into the shadows.


Janet turned her head in the direction of the target and notched an arrow on the bowstring of the traditional Japanese Kyudo Bow, held in her left hand before her. She raised the bow above her head with both hands, and, after pausing slightly, looked at the target, extended the hand holding the shaft, forward, straightening the arm. Then, fully concentrated, she lowered both arms, pulling the bowstring taught; with the arrows fletch finishing well past her ear.


Marita watched as Janet held her breath before she let the arrow fly, her arrow arm flowing quickly back behind her, her bow, turning in her hand before hanging in her fingers; the only sound the whistle of the projectile before it thudded into the swinging target.


Repeating the procedure with the ball and arrow the girl walked along the wall in the direction of the young archer.


The archer tucked the bow under her left arm, removed the blindfold and rose to her feet.


Marita went directly to the window blinds and drew them to one side, flooding the hall with light. She walked over to Janet and with a bow, handed the quiver to her.


She smiled at the girl. “Thank you, Marita, that will be all for today, don’t forget to sweep the floor after you have cleared up.”


The girl bowed once more looked up to the woman and asked her, “Teacher, how come you can see in the dark, what is the secret, is it a Kyudo secret?”


Janet smiled a little and answered, “There is no secret little one; you trouble your mind unnecessarily. All you have to remember as you travel upon life’s stony path is that you cannot see your complete reflection in moving water, only when the water is calm can you see clearly, only when your spirit is calm can you becalm all things around you. Each time do not think of hitting and missing, just think that you will hit with this arrow no matter what. Now, go about your duties.”


The girl bowed and asked, “Teacher, will your brother Toshi-San soon return to teach once more?”


She hid a smile. She knew Marita had a crush on her half-brother. She assured her. “You can ask him yourself as he will be here for the afternoon classes.”


A smile heightened Marita’s features and she bowed once more and backed a short distance away before she walked off to the target area.


Janet Koizumi, Kyudo seventh Dan, her bow unstrung, picked up her quiver, and walked off to the changing rooms in the University of Osaka, where she was engaged as a linguistic lecturer. Her specialty at the moment was the history of the languages of Scandinavia. 


She was also a government secret service undercover agent and with thoughts of the Earth’s northern wastes now far from her mind as she headed for the car park, unlocked her car with her remote and slipped in behind the wheel of her Toyota-Electra and moved out onto the street.


As she headed for the motorway she thought about Toshi, her big brother. She recalled their joint espionage adventures and the fun they had fishing with Dada.


Toshi taught her to dive for oysters, practiced Aikido with her and explained how to use the Kyudo bow. She missed him sorely. He had returned from a two-year overseas mission, working with Europol, only yesterday. She had seen him for a short while at the airport before he was whisked away and now she feared her uncle was about to separate them again.


She left the motorway and after a while she arrived at a high, massive building. After showing her credentials to the security guard at the gate, she drove on, parked her car and walked towards the entrance. She entered the nondescript building and took the elevator to the top floor and found herself facing a large wooden door. After knocking, she entered into a spacious office containing one large desk. Stood in front of this ornate object was a man dressed in a light grey suit. It was her uncle, Yoshi Takagi, the head of the Japanese Secret Service.


He smiled widely. “Good morning, Janet my dear.”


“Good morning, Uncle Yoshi, I received your message.” Following her uncle, she crossed the room to a collection of sofas where two men and a blond-haired young woman sat.


“Pleased be seated, my dear, these people have something important to tell you.”


She sat there, her features bland as she listened.


After each one had their say she turned to her uncle. “So you want me to gather information, nothing more?”


He remained silent; he opened a drawer in his desk and took out a large envelope. Janet cast her gaze downwards as Yoshi spoke, “You leave tomorrow, you are to go with an open mind and find out what you can, and be careful, these people could be dangerous. Keep your knowledge of foreign languages to yourself; it could be to your advantage, it is also another reason why you were chosen for this task. Here are your travel documents, tickets, and flight times.”


After rising together, Yoshi handed her the envelope. She bowed to the three and he escorted her to the door where they bowed and said their goodbyes.


He returned to his other guests. “We in Japan spoil our children something terrible,” he said, “She will do her best though. She is very observant, a good spy and she is very courageous. She has done well in the past against the Yakuza and has exposed more than one North Korean spy ring. If there is something to be found out, then she will find it, she is incurably curious, like a cat.” 


One of the men addressed him, “Yoshi San, is it wise to send her there alone, she’s only child, she can’t be more than eighteen herself?”


The old man looked at him, smiling. He shook his head as he answered, “Her looks are deceptive; she will be twenty-eight next birthday.” He sighed as if regretting what had just done to his sister’s child. “She will have outside support. Interpol is sending one of their agents; male of course. He will be her outside connection. There is no-one else who can carry this off and I have a feeling she will face death when she is there.” He paused then said,  “I do not fear for her life, and I find that strangely comforting, but on the other hand, highly foreboding.”





Chapter 2.



Dreams.


Searching the garden surrounds she saw a wisp flash by and ran in pursuit. She rounded a corner of the house, and saw her father standing there. She called out gleefully, “Now I have you, Dada.” She blinked and he disappeared, and she giggled once more as he grabbed her under the arms from behind and tickled her.


Janet Koizumi turned around and her father said, “Now it’s your turn, breathe in and concentrate.”


Closing her eyes, she imagined herself by her bed, and opened them to find herself in her room. She heard her mother call from outside and closed her eyes once more, visualising her. She appeared before her, startling her. Her mother shook her head, smiling at her nine-year-old daughter.


“I’ve been looking all over for you, where have you been, child, breakfast is ready?”


“Dada’s back again,” she said, indicating behind her, while smiling back at her mother.


Her mother peered past her to the jetty. “That’s my boat down there,” she said. “Dada’s boat is nowhere in sight.”


Janet followed her gaze and her mouth fell open. Her surprise changed to disappointment at her father’s sudden departure. Then her eyebrows rose as she felt his presence in her mind.


She looked up at her mother once more in search of an explanation and cocked an eyebrow at the nonchalant expression embellishing her Asian features that failed to hide the twinkle in her eyes.


‘Who does she she’s kidding, I heard them pillowing last night.’


*


She woke from her dream in her seat in the first class compartment of the JAL A380 she had boarded at Tokyo airport at 8 o’clock that morning. She recalled the dream with a fondness tinged with regret. Her father had disappeared long ago, and she was never sure if his infrequent visits were a dream or reality as her mother never confided in her. 


She stretched slowly and went over the conversation with her uncle and the three police officers. “… the vice president of the United States has been assassinated …” – “His daughter claimed she had poisoned him by substituting his insulin for Curare…” - “… of unexplained deaths worldwide … eighty three, to be exact.” - “… three female NSA operatives were found drowned, chained together to an underwater car wreck in Holland …”-“  a young black woman committed triple murder, she slew her three tormentors, who were racists, with her hunting bow …”  - “… this young woman attended the same Swiss Internat as the other girl …” - “… the Swiss authorities believed it to be a figment of somebody’s imagination …” – “… we believe the owner of this school, a Margaret Conati is raising an army of assassins …” – “… she has very powerful friends in the Swiss and Italian governments …” – “…Swiss police need more proof …” - “I want you to go to this school and spy for Europol …” – “You will be going as a Kyudo instructor.”


She had told her uncle, “The international Kyudo contests start tomorrow; I have to defend my title.” 


His answer was, “You can challenge the winner when you return, I will arrange it.”


She stood up, having forced herself to sleep shortly after taking off from Tokyo airport. She took down her hand luggage and walked down the aisle of the huge aircraft. She approached one of the passengers, a Frenchman, seated near the aisle, who had boarded at Anchorage.


He looked down at his knees as she passed, then he turned in his seat and watched as she left the area, after which he stood up and headed in the same direction.


She arrived at the recreation section of the huge aircraft and walked over to the changing rooms, she entered one of the shower cubicles, hung her travelling back on the door hook and undressed. She took a plastic bottle of shampoo out of her handbag, pulled back the shower curtain and stepped inside. She pulled the curtain back in place and turned on the shower. She stood under the faucet, enjoying the sensation of the hot water as it ran down her body.


The cubicle door opened and closed quietly. A dark form entered the cramped space. It moved forward and a hand reached slowly for the shower curtain.


As she rinsed the soap from her hair, her senses told her there was someone else present in the cubicle. She turned around slowly and saw the dark outline behind the shower curtains. She took hold of the edge of the curtain and ripped it back.


There standing before her with an arm outstretched was the Frenchman; he stood there unsmiling, staring at her.


She narrowed her eyes at him. “What the hell are you doing here?”


David Kiev’s face broke into a smile and she turned off the shower. He reached behind him and took one of the towels from the rail and held it out to her. She took it and threw it into the washbasin. He shrugged and took a long, thick envelope from inside his jacket, turned and stuffed it inside her travelling bag. “I didn’t want to wake you back there as you are even more beautiful when you are asleep. It has been quite a while since-!”


She interrupted him, “Since you had me?”


He looked at Janet’s naked form. She stood there unashamed before him and his mind flashed back to their younger days when they only had time for each other.


She stepped out of the cubicle, placed her arms around his neck and pushed him back against the cubicle door. She pressed her body against him and smiled icily. She whispered, “What’s in the envelope, David Kiev, a marriage contract?”


He ran his hands lightly over her shoulders and on down to her buttocks as he told her. “Your uncle sent me. It’s an architect’s drawing of the Internat’s ventilation system. He thought you might need it.”


She released her hold and backed away from him. ”Is that why you are here, just to give me a silly envelope, or have you been sent to watch my back?” He nodded, and she smiled. “Oh God, I should have known and now you’re just following orders aren’t you?” He nodded once more and she asked him, “You didn’t apply for this job did you?”


He shook his head.


She knew from his eyes he wasn’t lying and she continued. “Then somebody must have a sick sense of humour, sending you of all people.”


He spoke out. “I’m here to do a job, Janet, my hobby is gardening, and they needed a gardener. Yoshi sent me as your outside contact and not as your babysitter, so, are you happy now?”


She looked at his features then said, “Meet me in the bar in fifteen minutes will you?” She turned without waiting for a reply and stepped back in the shower, drew the curtains and turned the water back on. David looked down at his damp clothing, sighed, and quietly left the cubicle.


*


Janet sat at a corner table reading a magazine in the almost empty lounge. David joined her with a drink from the bar in his hand; he stood before her, play-acting at strangers, indicating the vacant chair, and then sat down opposite her without waiting for acknowledgement. Playing her role, she looked at him with indifference then carried on reading. David began, speaking very quietly, “Just in case you were wondering, I have missed you.”


She placed her magazine onto the table and took a sip from her glass; she sat there with it in her hand as she gazed blankly round the room. “I used to think we would one day marry, you got posted away, and my uncle would not allow me to follow you.” He gazed down at his drink, not speaking. She continued. “Are you still in love with her?”


His voice was barely audible, “With her memory, yes.”


She sighed and said, “And we were going to have children, you love children, you said.”


He looked at her, his face void of emotion. “I don’t want any children; this world is no place for them any more.” He paused to drink from his glass then continued, “You never liked the idea of me settling down with Miriam did you?”


A tear rolled down her cheek, she breathed deeply. “No, and when she was killed I felt in some way responsible, as if I had set the fuse in the bomb that killed her.” She sniffed delicately, cleared her throat, and resumed, “That’s all in the past, David and we have a job to do.” She took a long drink before she resumed and said, “So tell me, what do you think of this nonsense, a school for assassins.”


He emptied his glass and placed it on the table. “The FBI and Interpol seem to be taking it seriously,” he said, “but you never know with the Americans, there could be some ulterior motive for this investigation, they never were happy about the sharing of information with their colleagues in Europe and you will be squandering your talents as an archery teacher, and I’ll be tinkering with my hobby, what a waste of time.”


She laughed softly, mirthlessly and said, “My sentiments entirely, I’ll be searching for the secret assassin society while you while away your time peeping through the changing room windows.”


“I don’t buy this conspiracy thing either,” he said, “assassins in gymslips. Yoshi cannot be serious. As I said, I think this a trial run by the FBI to get into Interpol’s pockets. You just make out your report, and then we can both get on with our lives.”


She nodded. “I agree with you there.” She leaned back


and asked him, “Tell me, what do you know about this Dolcini Foundation anyway?”


“Not much, the name goes as far back as the middle ages. I was told at my briefing that the Conati’s were related to the Dolcini family.”


She looked at her watch and murmured, “Dolcini, now where have I heard that before, does it have something to do with rebel monks?”


“Why, yes, the Dolchomites, they were heretic -.”


She interrupted him sharply as the call came for passengers to return to their seats, “I’m sorry, we’ll have to continue this some other time.”


He stood up and said, “Take care, my Asian Rose.” He left the bar slowly and Janet laid her magazine on the table with a quiet sigh and picked up her glass.




Chapter 3.


Conati.


The carriage window acted as a movie screen depicting nature’s beauty as the steel road meandered through the countryside. She rose from her seat as the train approached her destination, an old-fashioned railway station in a small town situated close to the Swiss mountains. She had travelled down from the Swiss capital changing twice, each time to a smaller train.


She walked along the narrow corridor with the other passengers. After the train halted she stepped down onto the platform with her luggage and made her way towards the exit.


Two young athletic looking women dressed in identical light-blue shorts and polo shirts approached her, and she saw she was not alone as a slim, auburn-haired woman ten years her senior joined her. She was aware the woman had journeyed with her from Geneva airport and she wondered after spotting her each time she changed transport if she was heading for the same destination. As she disliked entering into conversation with complete strangers when travelling, she had decided to wait, for it seemed the other was also so inclined. 


One of the young women asked pleasantly, “Miss Roberta Sommers and Miss Janet Koizumi, may we take your baggage please?” Janet allowed the young Amazonian to take her suitcase and sports bag while keeping hold of the long case containing her precious bow, still slung over her shoulder. The two women carried with ease Janet and Sommer’s baggage to a waiting Nissan Blitz off-road vehicle. They loaded up at the rear and opened the passenger doors; they helped their passengers to fasten their safety belts before they climbed in and drove off.


Janet turned to her companion. “Hello, my name is Janet Koizumi; I will be working at the school as an Archery instructor.”


The woman offered her hand and Janet took it as the other spoke noting the absence of jewellery on both hands and the firmness of her grip, “Thank you, you can call me Bobby if you wish; all my friends do, and you are Jane or Janet?


“Janet, please. So, what is your occupation, Bobby?”


“I am a computer programmer.”


Janet answered without thinking, “That is a language I have not had the time to learn.”


Bobby raised her eyebrows. “You are a linguist also?”


Janet cursed mentally ‘You idiot, where do you think you are, on holiday? Concentrate on your job.’ “No, I am not. I come from a land of advanced communication systems, but that does not mean I use a computer, I am a little old-fashioned. I do however have a rudimentary knowledge of the European languages and I manage to get by on my travels.” 


“I’m afraid all I have is my schoolgirl French from years ago, I don’t travel abroad much outside the occasional visit to Britain and Canada, hence my French. I am looking forward to this job though; I’ve never been to Europe before.”


They travelled along narrow valleys, through darkened tunnels, across stone-bridged rivers, and splashed through shallow mountain streams. As they left the mountains behind them they motored slowly down the winding road of a sparsely-wooded hillside and into a valley at whose end stood a small lone mountain covered in greenery.


After leaving the valley they followed the road as it straightened out accompanied on their left by slowly flowing river. The surrounding ground became more rock-strewn and the river’s flowing waters changed into a small but vicious rapid, flowing swiftly down a shallow incline to disappear in the guise of a waterfall into a darkened valley below.


The mountain, showing its real size as details of its roadway came into focus, appeared much larger now. All at once, the road turned away from it as if in refusal, and before moving on across the lush green descending valley, a short curving stretch of newly-laid tarmac appeared, leading from the main road, and on up to the base of the mountain.


Using it, the 4x4 turned off to continue their journey up the mountain where a new road started, a pale loose-stone surface, bordered by bushes and red and white painted posts.


The road snaked back and forth, up and onwards, curving slightly round the side of the mountain until they arrived at their destination.


Their driver parked the vehicle next to two other 4x4’s, in front of an eight-storey building, built partly onto the crest of the mountain. The two guides removed the luggage from the rear of the vehicle as Bobby, and Janet exited and stared up at the building and the mountain.


Another, lower building, with several garages backed onto it, joined the main building to a thirty-meter high, stone-built windowless construction that resembled a medieval Donjon. A twenty-meter high mesh-wire fence extended from the side of this edifice, to disappear round the bend in the road. Janet and Bobby followed their guides up a long broad set of stairs leading to the buildings entrance.


They entered into a spacious hallway. On their left was a half-open ornate door, on the right-hand side of the hallway hung a continuous line of murals, displaying the unclothed forms of females, some of them were running, hunting a boar with spears while others were depicted shooting arrows at their prey.


Their guides led them to the partly-open door of a darkened room. One of the guides pushed the door open, and Janet walked in followed by Bobby. Inside the room, with the only light coming through the corridor doorway, they seated themselves on a large sofa in the centre, opposite a small desk, bare except for a lamp and a telephone. The door closed behind them as two women, dressed in grey uniforms, entered the room quietly.


They were surprised as the room flooded with sunlight. An athletically built woman, dressed in sports attire, her blond hair tied back in a youthful ponytail, adjusted the blinds covering the windows next to the desk.


Janet took in the rest of the room. She saw another desk against the right-hand wall, on which stood a modern computer console with a large flat screen, fixed to the wall. The woman walked around the desk, her hand extended. “Good afternoon, I am Margaret Conati, but please call me Margaret. I trust you both had a pleasant journey?”


Janet took the proffered hand. “Yes! Thank you, Margaret, such breathtaking scenery, the mountains are a wondrous sight.”


Bobby took her hand and said, “I enjoyed the journey very much, Margaret, thank you and you can call me Bobby. The Swiss landscape is so different; I’m more used to the wide open spaces.”


Conati clasped her hands together. “Bobby, we have been waiting for someone like you. It is very difficult to find someone of your talent in a man’s world. You were brought up on a ranch I believe.”


“Yes, born in the proverbial saddle as they say.”


She looked at Janet. “My dear, your sport has always fascinated me. I was at a loss when Mrs Soguto fell ill, a very wise woman, and I am so very happy that you could join us until she returns.”


Janet answered, “My family and I find it a great honour to be chosen to take Soguto San’s place. I will do my best to retain this honour during my stay.”


Conati walked over to a wardrobe behind the desk, and took out a dark blue tracksuit with the school logo on the front. “This is the school uniform to be worn at all times while you are on duty, except when your work requires you to wear something else. You will receive three pair amongst other things. I take it you both ride?” She placed the tracksuit back in the wardrobe and closed the door.


Janet said, “Shooting arrows at a target whilst on horseback is something at which I am most proficient.”


Bobby smiled widely. “Being born on a ranch, riding comes as second nature to me,” she said, “and I never miss a chance if I can help it.”


Conati leaned with her hands on the back of her chair. “Good, that’s settled then. Now, in the school we have a doctor, a dentist and two psychologists. The kitchens are on this level, the dining hall is on the ground floor next to the gym and the swimming pool. The living quarters are from the second to the sixth floor, the classrooms occupy the seventh and eighth.” She looked at Bobby. “And the shooting range is in the cellar.”


Janet asked her, “Do you have a Sauna here?”


“We have four; they are situated next door to the Olympic size swimming pool. In your contract I hope you noticed that besides tobacco and alcohol, mobile telephones are also forbidden, due to the sensitive electrical equipment we use here in the Internat.” Bobby and Janet nodded in agreement.


“We have five off-road vehicles; three are used for training purposes. Breakfast starts at seven. Lessons start at nine with a break at twelve for lunch for one hour, and then on until four. The evening meal is at five thirty. You will both find in your rooms a plan of the Internat, and a security key card for all doors. Your own rooms, just like all the others, have an extra combination lock and you can choose the number yourselves, we insist on strict privacy here, any questions?” Janet and Bobby shook their heads; Conati headed towards the door and paused before it as one of the women opened it for her. “Good, enjoy your evening meal. Janet, I will meet you in the gym just before the lessons start, until then.” 


Conati left her office, her two assistants remained, and one of them said, “If you ladies would like to follow us we will show you to your rooms.” Bobby and Janet rose and followed the women out of the room and headed for the stairway.


They arrived on the second floor and one of the guides informed Janet that her room was at the southern end of the long corridor on the right looking out over the mountain road. As they parted, Bobby gave her a small wave before she followed the guides.


Janet walked past numbered doors on a richly carpeted floor. What could have been original paintings from different eras and countries decorated the walls. She saw several from her homeland and half-a-dozen in the Picasso style. She reached the end of the corridor and looked out through the small window there, noticing there was no means of opening it.


She entered her room. It smelled of some synthetic air freshener. The first thing she did was examine the combination lock and satisfied with its reliability she set it and closed the door. She looked around the room; to her right was a glass door, which she presumed to be the bathroom and toilet. In the far right-hand corner was a three-quarter bed next to a large wardrobe; in the centre of the room stood a table accompanied by four chairs and in the left hand wall, behind a large sofa, a full-length double window looked out onto the road below. Fitted into the left-hand corner of the room was a smaller wardrobe, between this and the other wardrobe was a window, fitted with a dark blue curtain, a twin of the one in the corridor. She walked over and peered outside, it looked out onto the mountain as it rose up threateningly and she found that by craning her neck to the right, she could see a part of the playing fields.


She moved over to the larger window and after glancing outside, lowered the Venetian blinds, and adjusted them to allow some light inside then walked over to the bed and slowly undressed.


She placed her things in the wash basket inside the bathroom doorway as she entered and took a shower. The water was really hot, but she missed the hot baths of her homeland and she finished off with a brisk cold shower to shake off her travel tiredness. She left the bathroom dressed in her bathrobe and lay down on the bed and closed her heavy eyelids and promptly fell asleep.


*


On awakening in her new surroundings, she rose and carried out her stretching exercises after which she walked over to the full-length window and pulled up the blinds. Down below to her surprise, she saw David, he was talking with an elderly man. Both were wearing overalls. She tapped on the window, David and the man looked up, she waved and opened her bathrobe wide, David waved back.


The elderly man just stood and stared at her for a number of seconds then he looked at David who shrugged his shoulders. The old man smiled and shook his head while looking back at Janet’s naked form until David nudged him, and said something.


With a small wave to the old man, she left the window, walked over to her wardrobe and draped her bathrobe over one of the chairs. She took out the tracksuit and a choice of socks and underwear, and after slipping on her panties; she dressed and left the room locking the door.  She walked along the corridor and followed the signs and the strengthening aromas that reminded her how hungry she was.


She arrived at the canteen and she went directly to the counter and looked at the array of food on display, long since used to western cuisine she helped herself to a large T-bone steak along with three fried eggs, boiled potatoes and a dish of salad. She picked up a couple of cartons of milk and looked around the large room.


She saw Bobby sitting alone at a table by the window and headed in her direction. The pupils, from all corners of the Earth and of different ages, looked at Janet in curiosity as she walked by them; they smiled at her in greeting and carried on talking quietly amongst themselves.


She saw Bobby waving to her. She arrived at her table and set her tray down. “Hello Bobby,” she said.


Bobby pulled a chair out for her. “Hello Janet, did you sleep well?”


She sat down on the proffered chair next to her. “Yes, thank you, I slept for a few hours.”


After they had finished eating and with the dishes cleared away, they talked. Bobby said, “On our journey here you told me about your land but not where you were born.”


“I was born on a small island named Ositu-Rooso, and it is tradition in my family that the eldest daughter becomes a Kyudo student and I became a Kyudo instructor at the Osaka University. You were born on a ranch so I assume you are a good horse rider.” 


Bobby said, “Well, it’s no recommendation but I haven’t fallen off a horse in a long time. I was planning on going for a ride around the sports field in about an hour, it is quite large. Would you like to join me, they have the proper clothing in the sports store in case you didn’t come prepared.”


Janet told her, “A good idea, yes certainly, I would love to join you.”


“Great. I’ll meet you at the stables then.”


Janet looked at canteen clock, and the two women stood up and left the canteen.


*


After taking a short walk along the mountain road vainly seeking David, she returned and visited the sports store where she picked out riding clothes and returned to her room.


After dressing she left for the stables.


Bobby was waiting with two horses; both had European style saddles; she called out as Janet entered, “Hey Janet, I took the liberty of picking one out for you, what do you think?”


She gave her the reins of one of them, a dapple-grey gelding of fourteen hands. Janet looked at him and said, “He is beautiful, look at those eyes.”


She stroked the animal’s face gently and breathed out softly onto its nostrils. The horse whinnied softly and nodded its head. Bobby said, “He likes you; I was told he is one of those horses that do not take to strangers straight away. His name is Duran.”


She stroked its face once more and looked at the western woman in her jeans, plaid shirt, western boots, and riding hat. She replied quietly, “I like him too; he has a gentle and trusting manner.”


They both mounted their steeds and rode out. On their way around the inside of the high wire fence, surrounding the immense field, for the third time, they saw Margaret Conati mounted on a white Arabian mare; she saw them and called out as she rode to meet them. She pulled her horse firmly to an abrupt halt before them, startling Duran. “Hello, what do you think of our choice in horses? We have unfortunately only a few American saddles.”


Bobby smiled as she answered, “I’m at home in any saddle Margaret, on any horse, thank you.”


Conati looked at Duran and then at Janet. “Be careful with him, he is prone to be nervous, especially with strangers. He bites sometimes.”


Janet said, “He is gentle and kind, he has a soft mouth, that’s why he responds readily to the neck rein.”


Conati raised her eyebrows slightly. She smiled and remarked, “Then you have discovered his good side, well done, Janet.”


Janet pointed to the tower in the distance. “Margaret, what is that tower used for?”


Conati looked directly at Janet and her eyes hardened for a milli-second before she replied quietly. “That is our climbing tower. Inside there are different rock faces for every type of climbing discipline.” She glanced at her wristwatch and said, “I must go on; we will meet tomorrow, until then.” Conati turned her horse and galloped off. Janet and Bobby rode for a while then returned to the stables where they handed their mounts over to the pupils there, working as stable girls.


After the evening meal, Janet lay on her bed in her bathrobe. She was looking forward to tomorrow when she can engage in her favourite sport. She found, due to the time differences, that she couldn’t sleep and she went over in her mind what Yoshi and the others had told her, repeatedly asking herself why they had sent her on a fool’s errand and regretted having to forsake the Kyudo competition.


David had not appeared all that enthusiastic, or was it because she was his partner in this undertaking? She thought about their meeting on the plane, the incident in the shower and she smiled. From where she lay she looked at the large air conditioning grill near to the ceiling on the inner wall by the door and she remembered the plan that David gave her. She rose up and took her travelling bag out of the wardrobe, unzipped a secret compartment built into the bottom, removed a small plastic folder and the map, which she spread out on the floor. She shed her bathrobe, knelt down naked and leaning over the plan she studied it carefully. She felt the urge that all born investigators have; you could call it curiosity if you like and it motivated her to pull out her nightclothes.


She opened up the plastic folder and took out the contents; she held up a piece of black material with a meter-long strip of hook and loop fastener and slipped it on and covered herself from head to foot except for her fingers and her face. To complete her night camouflage she opened a tin, went into the bathroom, and blacked the exposed skin. With that done, to complete her outfit she slipped on a pair of black skin-tight gloves and rubber-soled slip-on shoes. She traced her finger over the paper changing every now and then to the next floor plan. She looked up at the grill set in the wall, folded the plan, and placed it back in her bag. She opened the leather case containing her bow, took out a pen torch and a Swiss pocket-knife.


Quickly pushing the table under the grill she stood a chair on it, climbed up onto the table and with her knife she undid the grill and tossed it onto her bed, then using the chair as a step-up she climbed inside.


   She swam along the air duct, sliding over the smooth surface with the torch, dimmed to quarter power, in her mouth. Arriving at an opening in the shiny metal side she saw a large, yellow rectangle opposite the opening with the number “2” printed on it in black. 


A ladder was welded to the side of the shaft; it disappeared into the depths below and rose up as far as she could see. After squeezing herself into the shaft she climbed until she exited at the top floor. Once there she turned to her right and crawled along, after a while she could hear voices, and extinguished the torch and stuck it in her waistband. Light from a grill led the way and the voices became louder. She heard. ”...course I understand, but I must finish this other programme first.”


She peered through the grill and saw a semi-darkened room. She could make out a large collection of computer keyboards, monitors, and consoles mounted on a huge circular table and she could count at least ten large reclining seats. She saw a blond-haired figure at a computer screen and she heard Conati’s agitated voice. “When will the other programmes be available?”


She was surprised to hear an aggressive answer, a female as she expected. “Don’t worry; I’ll have the other programme ready tomorrow as I promised. Don’t forget, I have other work to do, the new survival games for your little pets for example.”


“My girls will be pleased to hear that, your programmes are so realistic.”


The figure rose and Janet saw a tall, dark-haired woman with broad shoulders, about her age and when she spoke, Janet could detect the slight sarcasm in her answer, “I’m so glad to hear that. May I go now?”


Conati touched the young woman on the shoulder and smiled, speaking softly, “Yes my dear, I’ll see you in the morning. You go and relax now.” The room went dark, and Janet squirmed round and hurried towards the junction; once there, she climbed down the ladder to the first floor and headed in the direction of Conati’s office.


She found it easily after detecting Conati’s voice; she peered through the grill and saw Conati at her desk. She was conversing with a black-haired woman seated on the sofa with her back to Janet. She sounded tense as she spoke, “How are things progressing? How far are you?”


The answer came back, quiet and confident in a soft American accent with a foreign lilt, “Most of them are ready Margaret.”


Conati stood up suddenly holding a large throwing knife, she tossed it in the air, caught it deftly by the blade and turning quickly to her left she threw it. Janet saw the knife as it flashed across the room and embed itself in a human shaped target next to the computer monitor.


Janet thought. “Nice hobby.” 


Conati turned back to the desk trying to control her anger, she asked, quietly, “What do you mean, ‘most of them’?


They must all be ready. Where does the problem lie and with whom? We can’t afford another near tragedy like last time, Su Nim.”


The woman with her back to Janet stayed seated and her voice raised an octave, “You must understand Margaret, not all the girls are the same, surely you realise that. I’m waiting for the final programme for ten of the girls; I am controlling their reactions regularly. You want perfection don’t you? Then you shall have it.” The woman paused then she said soothingly, “Patience Margaret, you must be patient, now if you will excuse me, I have to continue with my observations.” The woman stood up and left the room, whose interior gave way to darkness. Janet left the scene and made her way back to her room.


After watching the setting sun, she lay down naked on her bed under the duvet and closed her eyes. She lay there, looking forward to the only existing love in her life apart from her family, Kyudo. She thought also about the things her father taught her, how to see in the dark, something she had mastered easily, but after puberty had struck, she discovered she couldn’t teleport her body anymore, “Wishing you were somewhere else.” as Dada had put it. 


She recalled how easily she could do it when she was younger, but the power seemed to have left her, and she wondered if it was forever. On his last visit, six years ago, Dada had told her not to worry, that it would come back in a flash, especially in a time of danger. With his smiling face pictured in her mind, she drifted slowly off to sleep, fully unconcerned with what she had heard and seen on her night journey.




Chapter 4.


Education.


She rose early and after her visit to the bathroom, she slipped on a pair of brief running shorts and a black, webbed, loose-fitting T-shirt. She fastened her running shoes, locked her room behind her, and, not having found an alternative exit, left the building by the main entrance and headed down the mountain road.


She pounded along the pale sandstone road that sloped down after every bend and reached the bottom of the mountain and saw David at work. She passed him and ran on to the tarmac stretch of road, there she stopped and turned around, and then she headed back up to where he was. He was wearing working boots and denim shorts and his sun bronzed skin glistened with perspiration. He was busy trimming back a large bush with pruning shears as she trotted up to him. She managed a slightly breathless, “Good morning, Mr Gardener.”


He stopped work, glanced around him, and then looked at her, eyeing her firm breasts inside the webbed T-shirt. He replied, “Bonjour, Mademoiselle.”


She quickly regained her breath and said, “David, I took a journey through the air ducts last night in the hope that I would discover some terrible secret.”


He leered at her. “Did you, my Angel, can we all go home now?”


She turned away her jaw tense, and to show her indifference she stretched her shoulder muscles and reached with her hands down to her feet that were parted slightly, she peered at him through her legs; he was looking at her partly exposed buttocks and she thought. “Well at least he has some interest in me.” 


She rose up smiling to herself and turned around to him; David looked her slowly up and down and asked, “Well, did you find out anything or not?”


She looked at his perspiring features and said, “I overheard something about programmes not being ready and a near tragedy; they seem to be under some sort of pressure.”


His eyebrows rose. “They use their own teaching programmes?” 


She nodded. “They have their own programmer, they also have a new computer instructor, she is from America, and she arrived the same time as me.” 


His upper lip curled. “It didn’t take you long did it?”


Her features hardened. “The bastard, after the way he treated me he has the nerve to play the spited lover. “She looked down her nose at him, controlling the desire to either slap his face or kick him in the testicles. “Listen Casanova, I’m here to work, you had your choice years ago, and you blew it. I suggest you go and jerk off somewhere else instead of in front of me.” She turned on her heel and ran back up the road and he gazed sadly after her, and then resumed his work.


After a welcome shower and a full breakfast without Bobby, who probably shunned food in the morning, Janet went back to her room to change into her Kyudo uniform.


She arrived in the gym. At the far end of the hall she watched two dozen pupils dressed in Karate uniforms were doing their stretching exercises. Next to the exit to the playing fields, she saw Conati in her school tracksuit together with twelve students, all of them barefoot, like herself, and walked towards slowly them. Their Kyudo uniforms copied Janet’s to the last detail and each one carried the long Kyudo bows and a quiver of arrows as they stood attentively in a row.


Conati saw her approaching and greeted her warmly, “Good morning, Miss Koizumi, here is your first class for today.” She turned to the waiting pupils and called out, “Class! Your new instructor, she is an earlier pupil of Soguto san.”


The group of young women bowed deeply as Janet stood before them, she bowed in return, and Conati melted away into the background. Janet addressed the group, “Good morning, my name is Janet Koizumi and I expect the very best from all of you. Let us begin.”  


They walked quickly outside onto the sports field to an area cordoned off with safety netting. Once there the girls separated into pairs. At the end of the large area, enclosed with safety netting, stood six targets, at which the pupils started shooting from the competition distance of 28 metres.


She watched them intently, correcting here and there. In the group were two Asian girls, twins, Janet approached them, she had not yet taken the opportunity to go through their files, noting names and faces. “Hello, where do you come from and what are your names?”


The pair turned and they bowed in unison. One of them spoke to her in Japanese, “We come from your homeland Koizumi San, Tokyo to be exact, my name is Heiko Kanatabi, and this is my sister Niko.” 


She smiled as the two teenagers bowed once more. She spoke low and soft, “I see you have learned much from Soguto San.”


Heiko said, “She is an excellent teacher, it is an honour to have known her, we hope she recovers from her illness before we return home.”


The other twin, said, “Is it true you can hit a moving target in the dark, Teacher?”


Janet looked up to the azure sky; she took a deep breath and looked at the waiting girls. “So I have been told. Now be off with you and concentrate. Stop trying to outdo each other and carry on with the kneeling exercises.”


As her pupils practiced, Janet looked around the sports field at the other instructors with their charges. Everything seemed normal, just like any other school.


*


After the lesson, Janet’s group changed out of their Kyudo uniforms in the gyms changing rooms and entered the swimming area changing cubicles where they removed their normal sport clothing, consisting of shorts, t-shirt, and underwear. Janet was surprised to see they were naked as they left for the pool and followed them leaving her bathing suit in her bag.


She followed them through a passageway where they were sprayed from head to foot by two-dozen shower faucets,


and on into the pool area where they jumped or dived into the water. She watched as they splashed and played just like normal young women of their age. She saw others climb the diving platform and leap off, hitting the water curled up to achieve the “water bomb” effect.  


She looked around the spacious hall. She saw a group of pupils at the far end of the two hundred-metre long pool, some of them were fully clothed, and a few others were wearing diving apparel complete with an aqualung. A woman with short brown hair, who appeared to be the instructor, wearing a brief red swimsuit and a diving mask, was talking to them.


She entered the water with the divers, and one by one, the others followed. She decided to take a closer look and dived into the pool. The water was warm, cooling as she swam to the depths, she looked around her in the silence for over two minutes, watching the activity above and around her, she rose towards the surface, she watched as pupils swam by, chasing, playing ‘tag’. As she surfaced, she noticed that none of the group from the far end had reappeared.


Like the cat, whose curiosity could lead it into the most unimaginative of places and with the watery deaths in Holland at the back of her mind; she decided to take a closer look and submerged once more. 


She swam the whole distance underwater and as she approached she saw the group on the bottom of the pool practicing with the diving equipment. The pupils wearing clothing undressed calmly, placing all their clothes and shoes in plastic nets, taking air from the divers now and then. Everything was running smoothly with the instructor looking on, taking occasional breaths from one of the aqualungs.


She surfaced for air and swam slowly back and forth her mind correlating what she had just seen. She looked around her, listening to the familiar sounds, the hall was alive with dozens of naked females, running and swimming, diving or jumping into the water, all of them enjoying themselves, and she felt slightly perplexed as everything was as it should be.


She reached the end of the pool and climbed out, she observed intently the antics of the pupils, they were like any other group of young females having fun and she thought, “Female assassins my ass, what a joke.” 
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