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• PROLOGUE •
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A storm was brewing over Darkwhisper Manor. The skies were a deep, dark gray, and the wind, increasingly angry, tore through the grounds of the estate, surrounding the imposing building with a low howling sound that shook the windows as if trying to find a way in.


It was only four o’clock in the afternoon, but already lights were being switched on in homes across the country as families took shelter indoors from the bitter cold. And yet, although the house wasn’t empty, Darkwhisper Manor showed no signs of life from the outside—not a single light or flickering reflection of a roaring fire. Nobody would have guessed, had they managed to somehow overcome the practically impenetrable security of the manor, that inside, a pale twelve-year-old boy was living alone, grieving for his dead twin brother and his traitorous mother.


• • •


Unlike his identical twin, Ernest Genever had always been a sensitive boy. He had cared for injured animals, cried when his mother punished his brother (more so than when he was punished himself), and always sought to please the only two people he had ever really known, no matter how little he received in return. It was all the more surprising, therefore, that he had not shed a single tear since the moment he had finished digging his brother’s grave. In fact, in spite of only ten days having passed since his brother’s death and his mother’s arrest, Ernest was now barely recognizable, as if another being had entered his body. And, in a sense, that is exactly what had happened. The day Mortimer Genever was killed and Dulcia Genever had unknowingly revealed that her sons meant nothing to her was also the day the sweet and gentle Ernest Genever died.


• • •


Ernest sat at one end of the long, antique dining room table and looked down at the blank piece of paper in front of him. The howling from outside filled the large, dark-paneled room, but Ernest paid no attention. Instead, he slowly placed his hands palms down on either side of the page and turned his head toward the worn-down pencil lying next to it. In his mind, he focused on a single image, an image that had been burned deeply in his mind, and then, using his Ability—the mind powers that he had acquired only four months earlier—he watched as the pencil shook gently and then slowly lifted itself up vertically into the air. Ernest kept his mind focused as the pencil moved across and then lowered itself down on the paper. Keeping his hands facedown in front of him, he watched as his mind began to move the pencil across the page, gently, almost hesitantly at first, scratching faint lines across the white paper. Ernest furrowed his brow, and the pencil pressed down harder and began to move faster and faster until it was furiously filling the paper with deep black lines. Then, all of a sudden, it stopped. The pencil rose off the page, hovered for a moment, and collapsed onto the table, lifeless once more. Ernest pushed his chair back and stood up slowly. It was only then that he looked down at the picture that his mind had created: a picture of his brother’s killer, a boy named Christopher Lane.


Ernest leaned over, picked up the paper and a brass tack lying on the table, and walked over to the wall behind him. Holding the picture up against the only piece of the dark wood paneling still visible, he pushed the pin in and then stepped back. He turned slowly around, the anger rising up inside him as he stared at the drawings that now wallpapered the room, the drawings of the boy who had murdered his brother, and he realized he was ready: It was time for revenge.




    
• CHAPTER ONE •
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Wednesday, January 2


Christopher Lane stood on the sidewalk outside his house, his bags at his feet, and waited for the car that would take him back to school. He was half an hour early but was eager to get away, exhausted by the silence and tension in his house. It had been a difficult few days. His mother had not once celebrated Christmas with him in the seven years that had passed since his father’s death, and so, as usual, there had been no gifts exchanged, his efforts for their Christmas meal had gone unmentioned, and he had watched the New Year’s celebrations on the television by himself while his mother slept upstairs. This year, however, he had had even more to contend with—not the least of which was that he had barely slept the entire time, his mind plagued by the memory of the boy he had killed. Chris had always managed to cope on his own, but for the first time in years, he had needed his mother. And she had let him down.


So much had changed since his twelfth birthday: His scholarship at Myers Holt Academy, the exclusive government school that he had enrolled at only a few months earlier, had included the payment of bills and renovations to his house. Everything possible had been offered to his mother to help her, and Chris had expected that for his mother, as much as for himself, this marked a new beginning. Instead, she had ignored it all, choosing to remain locked in self-pity. It was a decision that Chris could not begin to understand. He missed his father every day, but if he, at twelve years old, could understand that life had to go on, then surely so should his mother.


He had watched her over the last few days, staring blankly at the television, looking up only to bark orders in his direction, and any sympathy that he had previously felt completely disappeared. That morning, he had packed his bags with the clothes that his new school had bought for him and a photograph of his father and left without bothering to wake his mother up. He doubted that, even if she noticed he had left, she would care. Chris resolved to think no more of it until he returned home—which, assuming he was allowed to remain at school on their free weekends, would not be until the Easter holidays in three months’ time.


• • •


“Oi—you, Twist!”


Chris jerked his head round at the sound of the familiar voice. Kevin Blunt, his old nemesis, who had made his life a living nightmare at his old school, was walking quickly toward him, his gang following behind. For a split second, Chris felt himself tense up, before suddenly remembering what he was now capable of. He stood straight and watched the boys approach.


“Whatcha doing?” asked Kevin, looking down at the bags by Chris’s feet. “Your mum thrown you out?”


Arch, Kevin’s gormless sidekick, and the other boys laughed.


“I’m going back to school,” said Chris.


“Oh, yeah, didn’t you get into that special school?” asked Kevin.


“That’s right,” said Chris.


“What is it, a school for poor thieves who can’t take a beating?”


“Something like that,” said Chris, refusing to let Kevin rile him.


Kevin, on the other hand, grew increasingly agitated by Chris’s calmness.


“Hope you’ve learned something, then, ’cause I reckon I owe you a beating,” said Kevin. He walked up to Chris and looked him square in the eyes.


“I don’t think you want to do that, Kevin,” said Chris, looking around to make sure the coast was clear.


“Oh, yeah, and why’s that?”


“Because last time you threatened me with a beating, you ended up sitting in a tray of custard.”


Arch and the other boys laughed. Kevin’s face turned red.


“What’s so funny?” he asked.


The boys all stopped laughing immediately. “Uh, nothing,” they all mumbled, looking down at their shoes.


“Good. You got lucky last time, Twist,” said Kevin, turning back to face Chris.


“I can do it again, Kevin, so back off,” said Chris, surprised at the confidence he had now that he knew about his Ability, the powers that all twelve-year-olds had for one year only. Lucky for Chris, this was a well-kept secret—one that Kevin, although twelve himself, was completely in the dark about.


Kevin frowned but didn’t respond. His eyes went down to the bag at Chris’s feet. Chris could tell Kevin was unnerved by his confidence.


“What’s in there?”


“Just clothes.”


Kevin bent down.


“Don’t touch it,” said Chris, but it was too late. Kevin had already unzipped the bag.


“What?! Where did you get these from?” asked Kevin, pulling out a pair of designer sneakers that had been bought for him by the teachers at his new school after he had run away from home carrying nothing.


“They were a present,” said Chris, grabbing them out of Kevin’s hands.


“Yeah, right. Still robbing, then,” said Kevin, pulling out some more clothes from Chris’s bag.


Chris looked down at Kevin, and he clenched his jaw in anger. He breathed in deeply, reminding himself that the use of the Ability without the permission of his school was strictly banned.


Kevin, taking advantage of Chris’s silence, continued to rummage through the bag.


“Get your hands off my stuff!” said Chris.


“What’s this?” asked Kevin, pulling out the photograph of Chris’s father in his military uniform. Kevin smiled. If there was one thing he knew, it was that the surest way to rile Chris was to mention his family.


“Don’t touch that!” said Chris.


“If he was anything like you,” said Kevin, looking at the picture with a smirk, “he probably died trying to run away. The world’s a better place with one less coward from the Lane family.”


“He was a hero—not that you’d know anything about what that means,” said Chris, leaning forward to grab the picture.


Kevin snatched it away and held it up over his head. For a moment, Chris and Kevin stared at each other, and then, before Chris had a chance to react, Kevin opened his hand and the picture fell to the ground, the glass shattering all around their feet.


In that instant, Chris forgot all about the rules of Myers Holt and the consequences of using his Ability out in the open. He looked up at Kevin, and his mind went blank.


Arch and the rest of the gang, who had been laughing up until that point, turned silent as they watched Kevin begin to shake.


“Uh . . . what’s happening?” asked Kevin, suddenly looking very frightened. “Why am I—”


Before Kevin had a chance to finish the sentence, he flew straight up into the air, as if he were a rocket launched full throttle into space.


“Help me!” he screamed, but his friends didn’t react—they stayed rooted to the spot in shock as they watched Kevin flying up past the lampposts.


“Nobody insults my dad,” said Chris, never taking his eyes off Kevin, who was now a small figure way up past the rooftops.


And then, when he’d reached the point where he was barely visible anymore, Kevin stopped rising. For a moment, there was total silence as everybody watched Kevin, too high to be heard, flail about uselessly.


Chris furrowed his brow and placed the image of Kevin being thrown about in the air into his mind. As soon as he had done so, Kevin immediately began to move again, this time looping the loop over and over again.


“AaaaAAARRGHHaaaaargh . . .” Kevin’s screams increased in volume as he neared the ground, upside down, and faded out again as he was lifted up into the skies once more. Chris was about to throw Kevin into another loop when a booming shout interrupted him.


“Christopher!”


Chris jerked his head round, and immediately his focus was broken. There, to his horror, he saw the two figures of John and Ron, the security guards from Myers Holt Academy, standing by a long black car with darkened windows. The car doors were still open from where they had jumped out.


Chris hesitated and then opened his mouth to try to explain what had happened, but a loud screeching sound interrupted him.


“mmmmmUUUUUMMMMYYYY!”


Chris looked up and saw Kevin freefalling back to Earth, his voice now loud and clear. John took three enormous strides forward, put his bulging arms out, and caught a whimpering Kevin with a soft thud. John leaned forward, then placed Kevin gently on his feet, his legs still trembling so hard that he fell backward into Arch, who put his arms out to hold him steady.


“What did you do?” blubbered Kevin, tears pouring down his face. “What was that?”


Chris was about to respond when Ron, wearing his trademark sunglasses and black suit, stepped forward and grabbed Kevin by the scruff of his neck. Although half the size of the gigantic John, Ron nevertheless cut a very intimidating figure when angry.


“Now you listen here, and the rest of you too. You saw nothing. You heard nothing. In fact, if anybody asks, you’re going to tell them you had a nice day at the park. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” whispered Kevin.


“Good. Now tell me, what did you do today?”


“We went to the park,” said Kevin, his bottom lip wobbling.


“And what did you do there?”


“We . . . um . . . played soccer?”


“Good,” said Ron. “Now, before you boys run home crying, I think there’s something you need to know. Unfortunately for you all, you are looking at two of the government’s top agents, which basically means we know everything. Isn’t that right, John?”


“That’s right, Ron,” said John, his arms folded across his enormous frame.


“You can’t so much as sneeze without us finding out about it,” continued Ron, “so, if we hear that one of you has breathed a word of what happened today, there will be consequences, and believe me, with the connections we have, the police won’t be coming to your rescue. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” said Kevin, nodding his head vigorously, still sniffling.


“Yes, what?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. Now get out of here.”


The boys all looked up at Ron—their eyes wide and teary, their bodies shaking with fear.


“Scram!” shouted Ron, and without giving Chris another look, Kevin turned and ran off, the other boys following quickly behind him.


“Come on, Christopher, let’s get this mess sorted out,” said John, stooping to pick up Chris’s bag.


Chris knelt down and started to pick up the clothes and shoes scattered about the pavement. “I’m going to be in so much trouble, aren’t I?”


“Only if your teachers find out about it. We’re not planning on telling anybody, are we, Ron?”


“I didn’t see anything at all, John, did you?” said Ron, picking up the shards of glass and placing them in a nearby bin.


“Not a thing, Ron,” said John, picking up the photograph of Chris’s father. “Bit of an accident here, though, but it’s nothing that Maura won’t be able to sort out. I’m sure she has a spare frame you could put this into.”


“Thank you,” said Chris. “I didn’t think . . . It’s just that . . .”


“You don’t have to explain anything, son. We saw what that boy did as we drove up. I’d have done exactly the same if I’d been in your position.”


Chris smiled, grateful to be back around people who genuinely cared for him. He put the last of his clothes back in the bag and zipped it up.


“Right, then, let’s forget all of this and get you to school. Your friends are waiting for you.”




    
• CHAPTER TWO •
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Without the usual morning school traffic, the streets of London were quiet and the journey to Myers Holt Academy took only ten minutes. Chris had been away for only a few days, but it had felt like a lifetime, and though he knew he shouldn’t be, he was surprised to see that his school looked just as it had at the end of last term. The building was just as tall and imposing as all the other buildings on Montague Street, and nothing about it suggested the secrets it held within. As Chris stepped out of the car he thanked John and Ron. Then, his bag slung over his shoulder, he made his way to the top of the steps.


The door began to open before he had a chance to ring the doorbell.


“Well, well, if it isn’t Christopher Lane!” Maura, the school’s housekeeper, opened the door wide, and before Chris had a chance to say hello, he was swept up in a big, warm hug.


“Ah, look at you, pet, you must have grown a foot since I last saw you.”


“It’s only been a few days, Maura,” said Chris, smiling and slightly embarrassed as Maura ruffled his hair.


“A few days is long enough—I’ve missed you all. Philip is downstairs—the rest will be along in just a moment, I’m sure. Now tell me, did you have a nice Christmas? Did you eat enough?”


Chris opened his mouth to answer, but Maura was already walking ahead of him down the bare corridor, jabbering away.


“There’s a late breakfast waiting for you downstairs, and fresh sheets on the beds. Do you need me to do any laundry for you?”


“No, thanks, I washed everything yesterday,” said Chris, stepping into the small kitchen behind Maura. He closed the door and looked over at the dirty, cluttered counter.


“Can I?” asked Chris, nodding his head in the direction of the kettle.


“May I,” said Maura, correcting him. “And yes, course you may, love.” She squeezed herself against the wall to let Chris through.


Chris reached over and pressed his thumb onto the kettle’s switch.


Maura smiled back at Chris as the room began to shake. Chris put an arm out to steady himself as the room dropped, beginning a thirty-second descent.


“Welcome back,” said Maura, opening the door, the familiar sound of classical music filling the air.


Chris didn’t speak for a moment as he looked about, his heart in his throat. It was just an entrance hall, but, for him, it was so much more. It was a place where he was valued, where he could be himself, and where there were people who actually wanted him around. It was, he realized, his home—much more so than the house he had shared with his mother. For a split second, the thought entered his mind that he would have to leave here in a few months’ time, but he pushed it away—for now, he just wanted to see his friends.


“Where’s Philip?” asked Chris.


“In the Map Room, I expect, waiting for you. Why don’t you run along—I’m sure you have lots to catch up on. Sir Bentley wants you all in the classroom for a briefing at ten, so you have an hour to yourselves.”


“Thanks,” said Chris, running off in the direction of the student quarters.


• • •


Chris walked into the spectacular Map Room, covered floor to ceiling in maps as its name suggested, and found Philip curled up on an armchair reading a book. He was dressed in a three-piece suit and a red bow tie, and his hair was slicked down in a side parting. Chris smiled at his best friend, who always looked as if he had time-traveled forward a hundred years.


“Haven’t you read every book by now?” asked Chris, smiling.


“Not even close,” said Philip as he threw the book down and jumped up to greet Chris. “I’m so glad you’re here—wait till you see this!” he said, grabbing Chris by the arm. “Apparently, there were two phases of renovations—Maura said they didn’t have enough time to finish it all before we started last term. Honestly, you won’t believe it. They left the best till last.”


Chris, intrigued, dropped his bag on the floor and followed Philip over to the back of the Map Room, where a map of Oxford taller and wider than either of the boys hung next to the row of pool cues.


“This was here last term,” said Chris, confused.


“I know, but look closely. Do you see anything strange?”


“Um, no,” said Chris, scanning the names of the roads that he had memorized early on in his time at Myers Holt. As far as he could see, nothing had changed.


“The Bodleian Library,” said Philip.


Chris’s eyes ran back across the map to the library.


“Oh! What’s that?” said Chris, peering in at the small black button protruding from the center of the circle.


“Press it.”


“Press what?” said a voice that made both of them jump. They turned to see Lexi at the doorway, her mass of frizzy curls even more wild and unruly than they had been last time the boys had seen her, her smile in contrast to the stern sound of her voice.


“Lexi! Come here. Look at this,” said Philip.


Lexi, having grown up with three older and mercilessly teasing brothers, looked over at them, and her eyes narrowed.


“Yeah, I’m not falling for that one,” she said, arms folded.


“Suit yourself,” said Philip, turning back to the map. Chris waved Lexi over and turned back himself, eager to press the button.


“Go on,” said Philip, excited.


Chris pressed the button and jumped away as the map suddenly swung backward, revealing a large black, door-shaped hole.


“What’s in there?” asked Lexi, her curiosity having led her over to them.


Chris stepped in first and a light came on automatically, revealing a secret room that was, it turned out, a library—but a library unlike any that Chris had ever seen.


Chris found himself standing on a wrought-iron balcony that ran along the perimeter of the relatively small room, giving access to the books on the dark wood shelves. He stepped forward and leaned over the railing.


“Wow!” said Chris, surprised to be looking down at bookcases that continued below them for three stories at least, making the sofas and large, ornate rug lying at the bottom of the room seem tiny.


“How do you get the books down there?” asked Lexi.


“That’s the best bit,” said Philip, walking out on the balcony to a gate. He lifted the latch, stepped onto what looked like just another section of balcony, and closed the gate behind him. He leaned over, lifted a hatch that Chris hadn’t noticed, and climbed down.


Chris walked over, followed by Lexi, and saw that Philip was standing on what looked like a window-cleaner’s platform, suspended by ropes.


“There are ropes to winch you round and down if you feel like making things difficult. Or, if you’re twelve and have the Ability, like us, you could just do this,” said Philip, grinning as he looked up at them. Suddenly, he disappeared from view.


Chris and Lexi ran over to the railing and looked down to see the platform zooming around to the other side before coming to a sudden stop.


“Chinese-language books over here,” shouted Philip, pulling one out with a wild, excited look on his face. He looked back up at the ropes, and the platform suddenly sprang to life again, dropping toward the ground.


“Or advanced mathematics, if that’s your thing,” he said, taking out a couple more books and placing them by his feet.


Chris watched as Philip zoomed round and up and down collecting a mountain of books. Finally, the platform whizzed back up to where he had started.


“That’s amazing,” said Chris, taking and setting down the books that Philip passed up to him.


“I want a go!” said Lexi. “Come on, Chris.”


Chris waited for Philip to climb up through the hatch and then let Lexi down first before following her.


“Any spy novels? I finished all the ones I got for Christmas already,” said Lexi as Chris looked at the map framed on the railing of the platform.


“Yep,” said Chris, pointing to a section of the map. He turned to the far wall and pointed across from where they were hanging.


“They’re over there. Hold on.” Chris turned his attention to the ropes above him and let his mind go blank except for the image of the rope moving in the direction of the shelf.


Chris, who had expected to be moving to the left gently, fell forward onto Lexi as the platform started spinning around the room uncontrolled.


“Chris!” shouted Lexi, pushing Chris off her as she looked up at the rope. She willed the platform to stop dead, and it did. Chris looked over at Lexi apologetically.


“Sorry, I didn’t realize it would go that fast.”


“Someone hasn’t been practicing the Ability over the holidays,” said Lexi, sounding amused. She looked up at the rope again, and the platform began to move gently.


“No . . . well, not much. I thought we weren’t allowed to,” said Chris. “Why, have you?”


“Maybe once or twice,” said Lexi as they came to a smooth stop. “I didn’t tell anyone, though,” she said, seeing Chris’s look of surprise. “It’s just that sometimes you need a bit of help when you’ve got three brothers picking on you.”


Chris thought back to that morning and the incident with Kevin, and he nodded.


“Yeah, I understand. Now I’m wishing that—”


“Ooh! They’ve got the entire Ian Fleming collection,” Lexi said as she grabbed an armful of books. “One day, they’re going to write books about me, you know,” she said, placing the pile down by her feet.


“What kind of books?”


“Books like these,” replied Lexi. “I was thinking about it over the holidays, and I’ve decided I’m going to be the next James Bond—but better.”


“James Bond is a man.”


“So?” said Lexi.


Chris thought about it for a moment. “Okay, well, good luck with that. Where to next?” asked Chris.


“Don’t we have our Latin A level soon?”


Chris nodded. “I’ll do it,” he said, looking up from the map toward the ropes.


“Okay, but try not to throw us off this thing this time,” said Lexi as she grabbed on to the railing.


Chris focused once again on moving, and the platform went into a sudden drop, making Lexi gasp.


“Only joking,” said Chris as he slowed the platform. They glided smoothly across to the Latin section at the bottom of the room, where they both collected some books before making their way back to Philip.


“Best thing ever, right?” said Philip, grinning as they reentered the Map Room.


“Yep,” agreed Chris. He closed the door behind him just as another door across the room opened.


“Tidings to you all,” said Sebastian with a small bow.


For a moment, nobody spoke as they stared at Sebastian in his new outfit.


“What are you wearing, Sebastian?” asked Lexi with a small laugh.


Sebastian, who normally wore T-shirts and jeans, ran his hands over his canary-yellow suit.


“Do you like it? I have been investing much thought in Philip’s sayings—dress to impress, isn’t this correct?” said Sebastian, his Spanish accent thick.


“Very nice,” said Chris, still in shock. “Where did you get the pink shirt from?”


“Savile Row,” said Sebastian, clearly very pleased with himself. “I asked for a new wardrobe for Christmas.”


“You have more of this?” asked Philip.


“Yes, a different color shirt, suit, and tie for every day of the week. Do you approve of my new attire, Philip? I took my lessons from you.”


“It’s all right. A bit showy,” said Philip flatly, walking off.


Chris turned and saw Philip by the pool table looking down at his own clothes with a miserable look on his face. Chris was surprised—Philip had always seemed so self-assured.


“You look fine,” Chris whispered as he approached Philip, leaving Lexi and Sebastian to catch up.


“I look like a middle-aged professor next to that,” said Philip.


“You always look like a middle-aged professor,” said Chris smiling. “It worked for Einstein, though, didn’t it?”


“I suppose so,” said Philip, shrugging his shoulders.


“Come on, you should be flattered: He just wants to be more like you. Don’t let it bother you,” said Chris as he dragged a reluctant Philip back to the others.


• • •


Twenty minutes later and Philip had cheered up after Sebastian convinced him to teach him how to tie his tie in a Windsor knot.


“Maybe it’s not so bad,” said Philip to Chris as they sat down in front of the television. “Nothing wrong with all of us making an effort, I suppose. You could borrow some stuff from me if you want. I have a monocle that would look good.”


Chris imagined himself wearing a bow tie and monocle and winced. “Thanks, but I’ll stick to my own clothes for the moment.”


“Fair enough,” said Philip, “but the offer’s there if you change your mind.”


The sound of the door opening once more saved Chris from continuing the conversation. They both turned to see Daisy standing in the doorway in a new pink dress, a sad smile on her face.


“Has she been crying?” whispered Philip.


“She just doesn’t like to say good-bye to her family,” said Chris, remembering how inconsolable Daisy had been on their first day at Myers Holt. He stood up to go and say hello but was beaten to it by Sebastian, who grabbed Daisy’s hand and got down on bended knee.


“So doth thy beauty make my lips to fail, and all my sweetest singing out of tune,” he said.


“Er, thanks,” said Daisy as she pulled her hand away. Chris noticed that she was blushing.


“Daisy!” said Lexi as she ran over to give Daisy a hug. “I’m so glad you’re here. These boys get weirder every day.”


Daisy giggled and she hugged Lexi back, her homesickness quickly disappearing. “I know. Well, not Chris—you’re still normal, right?”


Chris shrugged. “I guess.”


“Nah, he’s just as weird as the others, he just hides it better,” said Lexi. She gave Chris a playful punch, then grabbed Daisy by the arm and dragged her over to the other side of the room.


“Game of pool?” asked Philip as the girls disappeared into the library. Chris and Sebastian nodded.


“You two play first. I’ll play the winner,” said Chris. He sat down in an armchair next to the pool table.


“Where is Rex, anyway?” asked Philip. “Then we could play doubles.”


“Did I hear my name?”


Chris turned as he saw Rex walking into the room looking just as he had before Christmas: round faced and freckled, wearing his favorite orange T-shirt.


“Hi! Game of pool?” asked Philip.


Rex nodded and had begun to walk over to them when he suddenly saw Sebastian and stopped dead. He glanced over at Philip and then back again at Sebastian’s suit.


“Nobody sent me the memo,” he said finally.


“What memo?” asked Philip.


Rex broke out into a wide grin. “The one about Halloween moving to January.”


Philip shook his head, half-smiling, half-exasperated. “Same old Rex.”


“Missed you, too, Einstein,” said Rex. He walked up to Sebastian and leaned down to examine his perfectly knotted tie. “Purple tie with lime-green stripes? Interesting choice, Pedro.”


“Dress to impress,” said Sebastian.


Rex stood up and looked over at Philip in mock horror. “Oh, no, it’s contagious. What next? Chris wearing a top hat?”


“Yeah, I left it in the bedroom,” said Chris.


Rex’s eyes widened in shock. “Seriously?!”


Chris laughed. “No, of course not.”


“Great, I leave you guys for not even a couple of weeks and everything’s changed; Sebastian’s raided Bozo the Clown’s wardrobe, and Chris has gone and got himself a sense of humor.”


“Nothing’s changed with you though, Rex—still as charming as ever,” said Philip.


“Thank you, thank you,” said Rex as he picked up a cue. “Now, who wants to lose to me at pool?”


• • •


The game of pool, which had soon become a Mind Pool tournament—where they used their Ability instead of cues to move the white ball—was interrupted by Maura, who came to remind them that they were expected in the classroom in five minutes.


“We’ll just say I won,” said Rex.


“Only if winning means potting the least number of balls,” said Philip.


“Fine by me,” said Rex. “Better luck next time, losers.”


“Please, let us be friends,” said Sebastian, exasperated, as he led the way out. Chris and the others followed him through the door, down the corridor, and into the Dome.


“Oh, it’s always lovely in here. I’m so glad to be back,” said Daisy as they stepped into the warmth of the artificial sunlight. Chris, nodding his head in agreement, stopped for a moment to look up at the Dome’s panels, screens that replicated sunlight as well as projecting a landscape of a summer’s day. The panels were so real that it was hard to remember they were, in fact, standing deep underground in the middle of winter. Chris decided to take the long route to the classroom. He climbed up to the top of the hill and, standing under the blossoming tree, looked around at the swimming pool, the soccer field, and the vast expanse of manicured lawn surrounding him.


“It’s amazing, isn’t it?”


Chris turned to see Daisy walking up toward him. He nodded.


The two stood side by side in silence for a moment, taking in the view.


“How was your Christmas?” asked Daisy finally.


“It was really good,” said Chris automatically but then, remembering that Daisy was the only one of his friends who knew the truth about his home life, corrected himself. “Actually, it wasn’t good at all. My mum hardly talked to me, and I was feeling pretty bad about, you know, the stuff that happened at the ball. What about you?”


“It was good. Dad and Mum worrying about money the whole time as always,” said Daisy, “but we had a good time. I got a new dress.”


“It’s, uh, nice,” said Chris, not sure what else to say about it.


“Thanks. And sorry about your mum, Chris. I’m sure she’ll get better soon.”


“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” said Chris, but, realizing how miserable he sounded, he pulled himself together and smiled. “Still, I don’t have to worry about it now—it’s good to be back here.”


Daisy smiled back. “We’re going to be late. Race you?”


Chris didn’t have a chance to answer before Daisy ran off down the hill.


“That’s cheating!” he shouted after her. He chased her down the hill, laughing. It felt good to be back.




    
• CHAPTER THREE •



[image: Images]


Chris and Daisy walked into the classroom to find everybody else already seated, waiting for them. Behind the teacher’s desk stood Sir Bentley, the headmaster of Myers Holt and director general of MI5, standing tall and imposing in his dark tailored suit, his arms folded. Chris imagined that there might be a lot of people who found him intimidating—he was a man of great power, after all—but Chris was not one of them: Sir Bentley had only ever been both kind and fair with him.


“Ah, Daisy and Christopher, thank you for joining us,” said Sir Bentley, smiling. “Quick, sit down and we’ll get started.”


Chris took his seat, a tall blue chair in front of a single desk, and looked up at Sir Bentley, eager to get started.


“Well, first, welcome back. I hope you all enjoyed your well-deserved break and that you’re feeling full of energy for the new term, yes?”


“Yes, sir,” said Chris and the others in unison.


“Wonderful. I have a few bits of housekeeping first, and then we’ll get on to discussing this term’s work. First, as some of you may have already seen, there has been a bit of renovating done on the building while you’ve been away—namely, the library. . . .”


Everybody nodded their approval enthusiastically.


“Very good—I’m glad you liked it. Now, on to our lessons. As I explained at the end of last term, you’ll go back to your normal studies with Miss Sonata—you have a lot to catch up on after missing so much during your training for the Antarctic Ball.”


Chris’s stomach sank at the mention of the ball.


“Mr. Green will continue to keep you fit and active, and Ms. Lamb”—there was an audible groan across the room at the mention of Ms. Lamb’s name, but Sir Bentley pretended not to have heard it—“will be taking you for further work on your Ability. Professor Ingleby has been working on improving the experience in the think tanks for you, and he really has outdone himself.”


Chris, remembering sitting in his think tank using his Ability during car chases around London and treasure hunts in medieval times, wondered how something so incredible could be improved.


“Now,” continued Sir Bentley, “about the work for the government that you’ll be undertaking whilst continuing with your studies. In the past, Myers Holt pupils did not begin any work for us until their second term. However, in your case, our hand was forced with the matter of Dulcia Genever, which you all handled incredibly well, especially given that it was so early on in your training.”


Chris pursed his lips. He wondered how Sir Bentley could say that, considering he had killed a boy.


“You saved a lot of lives that night,” said Sir Bentley, and when Chris looked up, he saw that Sir Bentley was talking directly to him.


“Yes, sir,” said Chris quietly.


“This term, with the exception of a couple of loose ends that need to be tied up, we’ll go back to doing what Myers Holt pupils did so well back in the old days, and that’s helping the police to solve crimes.”


“Yes!” said Rex.


Sir Bentley gave a small chuckle. “Good to see you so enthusiastic, Rex. Now, to explain. You will not be helping us with anything that would involve you seeing any violence.”


“Oh,” said Rex. Daisy, however, breathed a sigh of relief.


“I’ll explain more in our briefing which is on”—Sir Bentley walked behind the desk and opened up his planner—“Friday. We’ll talk more about that then.”


Sir Bentley closed the planner and looked up. For a moment, there was silence.


“I know that the end of last term was difficult,” said Sir Bentley finally. “I am torn between being glad that you were all there to save the lives of so many, myself included, and being horrified that we put you in the center of such distressing events. I think you all must be very affected, and that’s completely normal. I have therefore decided to bring a new member of staff on board. His name is Hugh Valedictoriat. He has worked as an army psychologist for many years and comes highly recommended. I have arranged for him to be here every day during the week. Your new timetables are in your bedrooms, and you’ll see that you’ve all been assigned slots with him. You can speak to him about anything on your mind in the strictest confidence. It’s completely up to you if you want to use these slots—it’s not a requirement—but I do urge you to at least meet him once and see how you get on. Yes?”


They all nodded.


“Excellent. And finally, I want to talk to you about the loose ends that I mentioned earlier. As you are all aware, Dulcia Genever was arrested on the night of the Antarctic Ball, thanks to all your good work. We have been unable to get any information from her whatsoever. Of course, we know now that she harbored considerable resentment for the events that took place back when she was a child and had decided to seek her revenge. I’m not going to excuse what happened all those years ago—I am still in disbelief that she survived that fall and went on to suffer so horribly—but, nevertheless, what she did was wrong, and she must be held accountable for the lives of the people she has destroyed. More of a concern, however, is the boy. We are guessing that it was her son and that the boy who didn’t make it was his twin brother.”


Chris closed his eyes, and suddenly all he could see was the image of the dead boy at his feet. He shook himself to try to get rid of the picture in his mind, then sat up straight, doing his best to focus all his attention on what Sir Bentley was saying.


“Whatever the brother who survived did,” continued Sir Bentley, “I am certain that it was on the orders of Dulcia Genever, and we need to find him—not because of the crimes he was trying to commit but because he is a young boy and we need to make sure he is being taken care of. We also need to know that Dulcia Genever was not working with anybody else, so that we can be absolutely certain this matter is settled once and for all. Tomorrow we are going to take one of you to use your Ability to read her mind to find out where the boy is and to ensure that this whole plan for revenge is over.”


Sir Bentley turned to Chris. “Christopher, you have been through enough. I know last term was difficult for you, and we wouldn’t expect you to have anything more to do with this matter. The rest of you, I leave it up to you to volunteer yourselves if you think this is something you would be comfortable doing. Yes, Lexi?”


“I was just wondering, what would you need us to do?”


“Well, it should be fairly simple. We will be going to the prison where she is currently being held—it’s not far from here. She’s in a cell with a two-way mirror on one wall, so she’ll have no way of knowing who might be watching her. You’ll just have to do a quick runaround to a couple of places in her mind in order to find the information we would need, and that’s it. The whole process should take no longer than a few minutes, and then we’ll be done.”


“Oh, that’s not too bad,” said Daisy.


“Well, don’t make up your mind just yet. Have a think about it, and we can decide in the morning.” 


• • •


Chris followed the others out of the classroom and up to the top of the hill in the Dome to wait out the fifteen minutes until the start of Mr. Green’s swimming lesson. He took a seat next to Philip and listened as the others chatted about putting themselves forward for the prison visit. Chris, however, did not join in. He thought he had been getting better at pushing out the bad memories, but right now all he could think of was the night of the ball—the fight with the boy, the moment he realized he had killed him, the brother crying, and the look he gave Chris before he carried his brother away—it was as if a horror film had turned on in his mind and he couldn’t find the switch to turn it off.


By the time their break was over and they needed to get changed into their swimsuits for Mr. Green’s lesson, Chris had made a decision. He excused himself quietly and headed out of the Dome to Sir Bentley’s office, where he found the headmaster talking on the phone.


“Come in. I’ll be just a moment,” whispered Sir Bentley, his hand over the mouthpiece.


Chris took a seat and waited, tapping his knee. Finally, Sir Bentley put the phone down and clicked open the locks of the briefcase lying on his desk.


“How can I help you, Christopher?” he asked as he began to gather up the papers around him.


“I want to go with you to access Dulcia Genever’s mind tomorrow,” said Chris.


Sir Bentley stopped and looked up at Chris. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “I see. I was going to decide tomorrow morning.”


“I know, sir, but I really want to go.”


Sir Bentley shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe what Chris was saying. “I would have thought you’d want nothing more to do with any of this.”


Chris took a deep breath. He knew he was going to have to be completely honest if Sir Bentley was going to understand how important this was to him. Sir Bentley waited as Chris tried to work out how to say what he was thinking. In the end, he decided it was best just to come straight out with it.


“I killed that boy’s brother.”
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