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  What people are saying about




 The Unexpected




  Shakespeare told the most enduring, fascinating, timeless and gripping stories. Over the centuries they have been adapted and performed in countless innovative ways. James Hartley has, in these adaptations, retold the Bard’s words in language that will captivate children.




  Christopher Ecclestone




  READER REVIEWS




  This Middle Grade/YA sci-fi Shakespearean retelling is reminiscent of a Rick Riordan book with a touch of Orson Scott Card’s sci-fi vibes. I really loved the immersion that this novel garnered, courtesy of the spectacular worldbuilding. In fact, I think my favorite part about The Unexpected is the way it sucked me in and made me interested in a plot that I initially didn’t think I would like very much. That’s good writing!




  Audrey Laurence




  The Shakespeare´s Moon series of books for young teenage readers are about children who get mixed up in the plots of Shakespeare’s plays. Aimed at helping children and teenagers approach the worlds of Shakespeare’s plays in a fresh, imaginative new way, the plays allow readers to see the plays from the inside. This third installation in the series brings with it a feast to your imagination. It’s a fun and lovable read which is targeted toward the younger (pre-teen/teen) reader, but does not disappoint even the most adult mind. The kind of book, and series that makes you sit back and think - “huh, so that’s what it all meant”




  Melanie Laing




  A well written, third instalment of Shakespeare retellings set within a school environment. It works as a stand alone, but character development is seen best when reading all of them. Perfect for those who love Shakespeare and as an introduction to ease some reluctant student’s into the Bard’s literary world.




  Han Hunter




  The series uses 3 of Shakespeare’s well known works (Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, and Julius Caesar) in such an interesting and innovative way... The Unexpected was a great ending to a good series. I would recommend it to many casual Shakespeare fans and to teens who want something a little different.




  Jennifer Noble
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  For Seets and Matty
You came. You saw. You conquered.







  Please Note: This book talks a lot about Vercingetorix Throws Down His Arms at the Feet of Julius Caesar by Lionel Noel Royer (1899). You might want to Google it and have a look and see if you know anyone in it before you read.




  Imagination is more important than knowledge.




  Knowledge is limited.




  Imagination encircles the world.




  Albert Einstein







   



  
I Late February, 44 NE (New Era)
St Francis’ School. Old England.





  “At last,” said Athy Jull-Costa, dropping the net curtains back into place. “The Martians have landed.”




  The Giraffe, a sleek, teardrop-shaped cruiser, was sitting in a rising cloud of dust on the school’s front lawn. Beyond it lay a line of jagged tree stumps while up above, in the dirty brown sky, a huge, low Moon stared down like a spotlight, impossibly close.




  Two children jumped out through the cruiser’s silver wall. They were brother and sister; the boy dark-haired, thin and almost as tall as his pale sibling despite being two years younger. Both were wearing short-distance breathing helmets which flickered with rainbows as they ran across to and then through the protective screen at the school’s main entrance.




  The Giraffe’s thrusters whirred and a fresh cloud of black earth billowed up beneath its silver hull. The cruiser tipped sharply upwards to point clear of the spiked trees. Dead leaves spraying out in every direction disintegrated before they reached the school buildings.




  Alice, the girl from space, was picking flecks of dirt off her brother’s white travel suit. Neither she nor Charlie had eyebrows but otherwise they might have been Earthlings. “This place is even worse than I thought it would be!” she was saying. “Did you see the colour of the sky? It looks nothing like the sims!”




  “And the Moon?” Charlie replied, widening his eyes. “So close?”




  “That has to be the pollution,” Alice decided.




  “Good afternoon, you two,” came an elderly voice from above their heads. Mrs Jull-Costa, looking down over the bannisters, gave them a friendly wave. “Yoo hoo!”




  “Wow she looks like Grandma Red,” Charlie whispered as they craned their necks to look up.




  “Of course she does,” Alice answered. “What did you expect?”




  “Leave your suits and helmets in the porch by the door,” the old lady called out.




  Charlie ran ahead of his sister up the creaking stairs. Mrs Jull-Costa was waiting on the top landing, her face lit by dusty, yellow light. She was wearing strange clothes, rubbing her hands, stooped but alert. Her eyes were Pacific blue and seemed to belong to someone else, someone who lived inside the wrinkly, grey body.




  “You look just like our great-grandma,” Charlie told her, as direct as always. “She’s called Granny Red.”




  “Hello, miss,” Alice began, puffed out from the climb. She stuck out a hand as her mother had told her to. “We’re Charlie and Alice.”




  “Of course you are.”




  Two black and white cats, tails spiked upwards, weaved in and out of Mrs Jull-Costa’s ankles, mewling. “Come closer, my dears, so I can have a proper look at you. You must be so tired after all that travelling.” The sight of the two of them made the old lady’s hands tremble. The children walked across and hugged her. “My, how you’ve grown up! We’ve had no word – no word at all – for the last year or so.”




  Charlie’s eyes went wide and he threw up his arms. “It was impossible to communicate, miss. All the Coms were down! The storms on Mars have been terrible, miss.”




  “Athy, please. Or Aunt Athy, if you must. The people here call me Ma’am Athy – that’s the protocol, but I think you both should call me Aunt Athy. Just not ‘miss’: whatever you call me, don’t call me ‘miss’.”




  “The storms were really bad, Aunt Athy.” Alice’s shoulderlength dark-blonde hair, the colour of drying sand, was held back by a glowing pink band. “That’s why Mum said we had to come here. They took us all up to a big space station orbiting Mars but Mum said even that might have to be evacuated soon.”




  “Your mother is well, is she? That’s good to know.”




  “Your sister is still alive, too,” Charlie said, almost absentmindedly. He chewed a fingernail, up on tiptoes, as he peered out of the small, grilled window. Down below was the black lawn and sharp tree stumps. The sky was the colour of fudge, some leaves and debris still to settle. “Grandma Red is your sister, isn’t she, miss? I mean, Aunty?”




  “We call your sister Grandma Red,” Alice explained. “Oh! Which reminds me. Charlie – where’s the thing Granny Red gave you? For Aunty Athy?”




  Charlie began searching the pockets of his travelling overalls. “Oh, yeah. Hmm. Where did I put it?”




  “I’m afraid they took everything else we had at customs on the Moon, but we did manage to hide the most important thing.”




  “Are you really, like, a hundred and twenty years old?” Charlie asked Athy, holding up a locket the size of a walnut.




  “Thereabouts,” answered their great-aunt, eyes fixed on the brassy droplet the boy was passing to her.




  “Alice hid that in her mouth when they were searching us,” Charlie explained, clearly impressed with his sister. “They said they were worried we were going to be infected or something so they took everything else we had.”




  Mrs Jull-Costa stared at the locket for so long Alice shuffled to her side and said: “Grandma said to give it to you, Aunty Athy. She said you’d understand.”




  “Wow! The Moon is even more massive from here,” Charlie cooed.




  “Of course I understand,” whispered Mrs Jull-Costa, rubbing the locket between her palms. She placed a hand on the girl’s head. “It’s from my sister Kizzie. Your great-grandmother. Grandma Red, you said you call her, wasn’t it? Yes, I do understand. I do indeed. It belonged to both of us, this little locket did.”




  “Is this a real school, Aunt Athy?” Charlie called out, still on tiptoes at the window. “Or, like a museum or something? To show people what schools were like in the olden times?” The Moon seemed so close he could make out the ashy buildings of the New Lunar Colonies on the nearside surface. “It’s, like, so zambliny.” ‘Zamblin’ was a Martian word for a small unit of time. Charlie meant ‘tiny’ or ‘quaint’.




  Mrs Jull-Costa took a deep breath as though she were coming up from underwater. “My dears, you must be tired. Something to eat and drink, perhaps? These are my rooms, here. Come along inside.”




  The old lady used her index finger to unlock a panelled door on the corridor wall and the three of them entered a large, shadowy attic with a sloping roof. On one side of the main room was a sofa covered with so many hairs it looked like an animal itself. The two cats leapt up on to it, mewling louder than ever.




  “Oh, those two are hungry are usual,” Mrs Jull-Costa said, shuffling across to a small kitchen area, waving for the light to come on. “Aren’t you, Romulus and Remus?”




  Alice didn’t like the smell of the room. After the cleanliness and control of Mars and the Space Stations – even the Moon had been clean – the old lady’s flat ponged something terrible. Cats and damp. Alice felt she could almost take a bite out of the thick, stinky air.




  Charlie ran across the floor and lifted the curtain of a window in the furthest wall. He looked out at a huge diamond-coloured dome which shimmered through the dirty sky. Although he was used to domes, he’d never seen one so large and bright. “Wow! Is that the school, Aunty?” he asked, turning, beaming. “I mean, the real school?”




  “Yes. Very good, young man. There are some classrooms dotted about and a few other spaces under the ground linked by tunnels but that’s the main dome, yes.”




  “Are we going to sleep up here, Aunty?” Alice asked, unable to hide the worry in her voice. She looked at the panelled walls. Even they seemed rather greasy. “It’s so old! I’ve never seen rooms like this in real life.”




  “No, Alice. I don’t think you’ll be allowed to sleep up here. They won’t allow it.”




  “Who’s ‘they’, Aunty?”




  The old lady turned to look at Alice, thought about speaking, but decided against it. “You’ll find out soon enough.” She pulled open an old-fashioned fridge and the light inside lit up every wrinkle on her face and a few hairs on her chin. “You’ve come at a rather turbulent time in the school’s history, I’m afraid, my dear. Storms here also, of another kind, sadly. Turbulence and change everywhere.”




  “Can we go outside, Aunty-A?” Charlie asked, running back across the room in his socks. He came to a skidding halt beside his sister and bumped into her, ignoring her whine of complaint. “I want to play sports outside, in the open air. That was the best thing about living here, Mum and Dad said.”




  “Oh, I’m afraid you won’t be able to do that at the moment, Charlie. I’m sure you’ll have both noticed the rather unhealthy colour of the sky. It’s far too dangerous to go outside these days. They say it might not be right again for some time.”




  Charlie, momentarily sad, was cheered by the sight of the plates of food his great-aunt had unwrapped and placed on the sideboard in front of them. She told them to pull up a stool and, as the children ate and chatted, Athy, clutching the brass locket they’d brought from her sister on Mars, wandered into her small bathroom and stood in the darkness, remembered when Kizzie had been here at school with her.




  It could have been yesterday.







   



  
II





  Wake up, Athy. Wake up…




  I’m still not sure if Kizzie planned everything that day. How could she know if the magic would work or not?




  She was my older sister and I trusted her. I was weak, homesick, too young to be able to know what was going on. Nine years old, I was shy and easy prey for bullies. I cried a lot. I couldn’t say what I felt. I don’t know if I can, even now. But I remember. I remember that day perfectly.




  Athy, wake up. It’s time…




  I remember it was cold that morning, so cold the blankets on the bed felt like they were wet. My breath was steaming as I stood in the blue darkness. It was early in the morning, before dawn, just before Christmas.




  Don’t worry, Athy. Put your clothes on over your nightie.




  In those days the doors were all locked from inside and it was easy to get out. We went down the back stairs to where a corridor from the dining room led to the main hall. There was a bathroom in the corridor and Kizzie opened a small window in one of the cubicles. I stood on the cistern and crawled out into an icy morning. The sky, I remember, was turning pale pink above the shadows of tree heads. There was no birdsong. The frost crunched underfoot. The top layer of snow was hard but under was soft and my shoes sank. Kizzie put her finger to her lips and led me down the main path.




  Ssh. Follow me.




  The world is a different place before dawn. I saw birds asleep, curled up in black balls with their heads buried under their wings as though hiding. The sky, slowly appearing, pink, was very clear, as though it had been scratched clean by the night. The Moon was half-undercover, trying to sleep. Venus twinkled, between heaven and Earth.




  I followed Kizzie, not knowing where we were going. Later she told me she’d listened to me the night before, crying, lost again, and had decided to do something about it. I’ll cheer you up, she’d thought.




  Kizzie had always been good to me, always looked after me. My father sometimes said it wasn’t good for me, that I needed to stand on my own two feet, but I had never been as confident as Kizzie was. She seemed to know what to say, and could speak and mix well with people. I was quiet and nothing came easily for me. I tried drawing, dancing and playing the piano, all of which I did badly: I really couldn’t do anything well. The only thing I really liked was art. Pictures. Paintings. Looking at books of paintings. Writing about them.




  Climb under the fence. Be careful with the nettles.




  As we crossed the boundary, leaving the school grounds, I felt worried for the first time. The light was changing, the sun stretching its bright arms. We were out in the open. I remember the ice crystals hanging off the pavilion roof sparkling, dripping. The fields and hills were covered with a ghostly mist which the light chased away. Leaves lay in our path hard and sprayed with icing sugar.




  Where are we going, Kizzie?




  Sshh. Just keep going, Athy. Follow me. Stop worrying!




  A little further down the path Kizzie stopped me and pointed at a great oak tree in the middle of a meadow we were passing.




  There. That’s it.




  The oak was imperious in the dawn light. It was the biggest tree for miles around, inspiring and eerie as the sun rose directly behind its mighty trunk.




  The oak was older than the anyone who lived in the village, older than most of the houses, older, perhaps, than the school, Kizzie said, as we crunched through the long grass towards it. We walked in its shadow, golden sunbeams firing out either side of us.




  Trees, especially oaks, have always been magical, Kizzie said.




  And I did feel the magic then. Perhaps that was part of it: that I had to believe. My sister was one of those people who made you believe magic existed. She was so convinced, you couldn’t not feel something too.




  Isn’t it beautiful, Athy?




  It is, it is.




  At the foot of the oak, Kizzie bowed her head and I saw her lips moving but I heard no words. It seemed only right to say a prayer: I mumbled a Hail Mary or an Our Father, not really knowing why. They were the only prayers I knew.




  I saw Kizzie press something, paper perhaps, folded paper, into a cubbyhole in the trunk. She bowed her head, hisswhispered and turned to me.




  Take this, Athy.




  I looked at what Kizzie was holding out to me. It was a brassy, golden locket on a chain.




  Open it.




  It was opened by a brass button on the side. The button sprang a door which revealed, inside, a small portrait of the Mona Lisa, the painting by Leonardo da Vinci.




  Take the painting out.




  I did so, my hands cold, my breath smoking.




  Read the poem.




  On the back of the portrait, I read, in Kizzie’s handwriting:




  Bathed in full moonlight 
This locket alight, 
Thrice life becomes Art; 
Thrice Art becomes Life.




  Kizzie helped me fold the note, reset the picture and put her hand over mine, her eyes closed, as we both pressed the locket closed. I felt the warmth of her hands flow through my own and, perhaps it was my imagination, but I also thought I felt the locket glow.




  Do you understand?




  I think so.




  When there is a full Moon hold this locket up to its light, say those words and you can go into your pictures, Athy. When the world gets too much for you, go there. Live in your dreams, in your imagination. Go somewhere you love and come back stronger.




  We turned back to the school, away from the tree, and I saw the turrets and red roofs of the main building poking up from behind the pointed top of the snowy trees. The sky was a high, perfect blue, and life felt better, though I didn’t really understand what I’d been shown.




  The last thing I remember about that morning was looking back at the mighty oak when we got to the path. It was black and skeletal against the bright ball of the rising sun, almost too bright to look at, our snowy footprints cutting two paths from it to us. The sun’s blinding light spangled through the branches and I put my hand to my brow to better see it and bowed slightly.




  Thank you, I said, in my mind, to the tree.




  And this seemed to please it. All its darkness seemed, just for a moment, to soften.







   



  
III





  Athy, Aunt Athy! Please! Wake up!




  Alice and Charlie took turns to tug on their aunt’s cardigan. Behind them a dark-robed figure dominated the doorway, a teacher who had identified himself as Mr Chor-Zor, the Biotech Master. This man’s skin was very smooth: he had the look of a coffee-coloured mannequin. As both children knew, this was because he was a modified, or mod.




  Modifieds were machines. Their skin was synthetic, their very realistic features, voices and movements generated by technology hidden inside their bare, shiny skulls. They could change how they looked at will though most, out of respect for the fact that humans couldn’t do the same, created a single ‘face’, which they called an aspect, and kept to it. Mr Chor-Zor’s aspect was a plainly handsome man of about forty. It was an aspect intended to convey seriousness, strength and power.




  “What’s wrong?” Athy asked, turning and slipping the locket into her skirts when she saw the caped figure in the doorway. “Ah, Mr Chor-Zor! Good evening.”




  “May I enter?” asked Chor-Zor. He was wearing a modern all-in-one suit as dark as his flowing cape. Human teachers wore white suits and capes while mods tended to wear browns and blacks.




  “Of course, of course.” Mrs Jull-Costa presented her greatniece and nephew by name and as Chor-Zor shook their hands his face almost showed a smile. Neither Charlie nor Alice were particularly fazed by the sight of the teacher: cyborgs, modifieds and robot assistants (RAs) were common on the Moon, Mars and the Space Stations.




  Chor-Zor stood in the centre of the room, gloved hands crossed in front of his body. Romulus and Remus, upright on the sofa, bristled from nose to tail. “I came to ask you, Ma’am Athy, if you were part of the illegal celebrations which took place this morning?”




  Mrs Jull-Costa furrowed her brow. “I’m sorry?”




  “Ma’am Mallowan returned to the school earlier today and there were people celebrating in the tunnels and dome. These celebrations seemed organised and some took place during class time. As you know, this is against protocol and, with the situation as delicate as it is, such breaches could have quite a serious effect on school morale.”




  “Oh, Mrs Mallowan is back, is she? I didn’t know.”




  “A simple return to school is no cause for celebration.”




  The children couldn’t help looking confused: they had no idea what the argument was about. Their aunt had walked across to the centre of the room to stand directly in front of the much taller, broader figure of Chor-Zor. Alice guessed Mrs – or Ma’am – Mallowan might be the Headmistress of St Francis’. She seemed to remember her mother mentioning the name. Or perhaps she’d read it?




  “I’m confused about something, sir.” Mrs Jull-Costa crossed her arms. “How could I have celebrated if I didn’t even know Mrs Mallowan was coming back today?”




  “There was a commotion on the front lawn. Your name came up in the log: you opened the front door seals.”




  “I opened the seals for these two youngsters. I booked the landing slot.”




  “You should have alerted the Reception Committee. You are aware of the protocol. There was no logical reason for any divergence.”




  “Oh, this is tosh,” was the old lady’s answer, foot tapping. “They’re here, they arrived, that’s all there is to it.” The cats jumped down off the sofa and began prowling around Athy’s ankles, hissing.




  “Protocol clearly states,” Chor-Zor began, going on to list the rules pertaining to the reception of students arriving by spaceship from the New Lunar Colonies, any orbiting Space Stations or Mars.




  “Consider them received, Mr Chor-Zor,” Mrs Jull-Costa said, when the mod finally finished. “I will fill in the records as soon as the children are fed and watered. Surely you have more important business to attend to?”




  “Indeed, I do.” Mr Chor-Zor pointed at Charlie, his gloves squeaking. “Following protocol, the boy will be roomed in ST-33, the girl in ST-5, for Quarantine. I will escort them down myself.”




  “How very polite of you,” sniffed Mrs Jull-Costa. She nodded towards Charlie and Alice, surprising them by changing – softening – her voice. “You’ll have to go with Mr Chor-Zor, my dears. The rules state that you must be taken to special sleeping quarters for tonight at least. It’s for the good of everyone.”




  “When will we see you again?” Alice asked. She had a hairpin in her mouth and was pulling a ponytail into a knot.




  “Soon,” her great-aunt replied, with a sad but reassuring smile.




  “Are we going to the dome?” asked Charlie. He walked across to his shoes and kick-slipped them on.




  “No,” answered Chor-Zor. “Your temporary accommodation will be in the Subterranean Sector, located adjacent to the dome but not forming any part of it. Until you have passed through quarantine neither of you will be allowed into the dome. Your movement will be restricted until you are proven to be disease and risk free, as protocol dictates.”




  “Quarantine,” sighed Alice, blowing up her fringe. “Again?”




  “All Martians are required, by protocol, to serve three weeks’ quarantine. Due to your screening at the NLCs this is reduced to a mandatory twenty-four hours.”




  “We only went down to the surface of Mars once, sir,” protested Charlie. “Most of the time we were on the orbiting Stations.”




  “And they’re way cleaner than this place,” added Alice. “No offence, Aunty.”




  “Just do as Mr Chor-Zor says,” their aunt said, rubbing Charlie’s unruly hair and leaning down to kiss Alice on the top of her head. “So lovely to see you. You really don’t know how much good it’s done me.”




  “On account of the coming storm,” Chor-Zor went on, turning again to Athy, “it has been decided to evacuate all nonsealable areas and to use pre-saved air. You are thus advised that it is considered unsafe to stay in the main building. This is the opinion of the Magistrate. Your apartments should be evacuated immediately.” He pointed a metallic finger at Romulus and Remus. “And I should also remind you that these creatures are a grave health hazard…”




  “Good afternoon, Mr Chor-Zor,” said Athy. “Please leave my rooms now.”




  Alice waved at her aunt as she followed the caped teacher out. “See you soon, Aunty.”




  “Goodbye, my dears.”




  The panelled door shimmered into place with Athy on one side and Chor-Zor, Alice and Charlie on the other.




  “Is there really going to be a storm, sir?” Alice asked as the three of them began down the staircase. Only the children’s feet made any sound on the stairs. Chor-Zor used air-pads and so descended silently.




  “Yes.”




  “A bad one?” asked Charlie.




  “One of the worst this planet has ever seen.”




  “Maybe we should ask Aunt Athy to leave?” Alice asked, as they came to the bottom of the stairs. “If it’s not safe?” They were in the main hall where they had arrived. It was grey and quiet and it took them a moment to notice a very tall, thin lady standing in front of the fireplace watching them. She stepped forwards like a moving shadow.




  “Oh, there’s little point in doing that, children,” the grey lady cooed. “Your great-aunt will do whatever she wants, I’m sure – just as she always does.” She poked out a long white hand. “I’m Ma’am Mallowan, Headmistress of St Francis’ School. And you must be Ma’am Athy’s great-grandnephew and grandniece?”




  “Hello,” said Charlie, slightly shocked at the thin, stern-faced woman. She looked as old as their great-aunt but far fiercer.




  Chor-Zor was staring at the floor.




  “And you must be Alice,” Ma’am Mallowan went on. “May I take this opportunity to welcome you both to St Francis.”




  “Nice to meet you,” Alice managed.




  Mrs Mallowan seemed to be made of steel; a cold, grey metal rod lit up by the diamond-blue shine-spots of her eyes. A thin, pink line of lipstick surrounded her unsmiling mouth.




  All turned at the noise of a door opening behind them. A moment later a tall modified teacher came stomping around the corner. This mod’s skin was a dull, red-black colour and she had a long, plaited ponytail – copper red – which bounced down the length of her back. Her facial features were almost silver, cogwheel eyes and a shining mouth, and her aspect was quite the most stunning Alice or Charlie had ever seen. Alice thought her beautiful and Charlie stared up at her – enveloped in the cloud of smoky, musky perfume which wafted off her cape – in a kind of daze.




  “Ms Row-Lin,” the Headmistress said, with the barest bow of her head. “What an unexpected surprise.”




  “I’m here for the meeting, Ma’am,” Row-Lin replied, curtseying. She turned and acknowledged Chor-Zor with a quick bow. “I hope I’m not late.”




  “You should also come to the meeting,” Mrs Mallowan told Chor-Zor. “It’s to determine protocol for the storm this evening.”




  “I must take the children to quarantine,” Chor-Zor replied.




  Mrs Mallowan arched her eyebrows as she thought about this reply. She crooked an arm and stroked her nose with a finger. “Very well. But be as quick as you can, there’s no time to lose.”




  Chor-Zor grunted and bowed. “Ma’am.”




  “We’ll be in the Eleusinian Room,” Mrs Mallowan said, leading Row-Lin away. “Goodbye, children.”




  “Goodbye!”




  “Follow,” Chor-Zor barked, setting off, and Charlie and Alice did as they were told. They crossed the hall and on turning the corner found themselves at a double-sealed security screen. This, once Chor-Zor dissolved it, opened on to the top of a wide staircase which led down to a well-lit underground tunnel. “Walk on. Walk on.”




  The sky they could see through the transparent tunnel roof was coming night, black and muggy but for the huge disc of the Moon. Clouds passed as they watched, wispy as smoke, sometimes colliding with the transparent material of the tunnel roof to leave brown smudges and dripping, yellow stains. Alice wrinkled her nose and made a face at Charlie. He nodded to show he felt the same: this wasn’t the gorgeous, blue paradise they’d been told about in school and at home.




  At the end of the tunnel was a flickering reception area lined with three turnstiles. The St Francis’ badge and various smiling faces, human, cyborg and modified, looked down at them from moving 3-D screens. Chor-Zor made a sign to show he wanted the children to enter a turnstile each. Alice and Charlie both noticed dark glass boxes on either side of them, buried in the corridor walls, and knew they were being watched.




  Entering his turnstile, a voice told Charlie to stretch out his arms and legs. He could see his sister doing the same in the next booth. A beam of red light passed from her hair and traced its way down her arms to her hands and legs. A green light zapped once somewhere up above them both and the doors in front of their noses wobbled open.




  “Proceed towards the S-blocks,” Mr Chor-Zor called out to them and the children walked forwards under the low roof. They could hear a hubbub of voices coming from somewhere out of sight and both guessed there were other tunnels nearby, full of students. Two flashing pink arrows appeared in the air at the end of the short corridor and the children walked towards them. The arrows vanished as soon they reached them. Charlie, of course, tried to run as fast as he could each time they appeared but never got near to one.




  The next tunnel was narrow and lit by buzzing strip-lights hanging from the ceiling. There were thick, funnel cobwebs growing where the ceiling met the wall and puddles of smelly water on the floor which Charlie skipped around. More pink arrows appeared, flashing, in the furthest darkness, near a faroff corner. Again Charlie went for them, trying different tricks but again failed.




  “Desist with the games,” came a voice from behind them and both children were surprised to see Mr Chor-Zor again, in silhouette. “Follow the arrows. No more, no less.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  As they walked on down the damp tunnel, the mod was so quiet behind them that once Alice turned and was surprised he was still there. She caught him zeroed: this was when a modified powered off while unobserved – its aspect blank but for the barest features: eye-sockets, the faintest shape of a nose, mouth and lips. As soon as Chor-Zor registered Alice looking, his aspect flashed back into place.




  “Boy!” he cried later.




  Charlie stopped. “Me, sir?”




  “This is your area. ST-33.”




  Charlie looked at the earthen wall and saw nothing but roots and something like a maggot, crawling, slipping through the mud. “Where, sir?”




  “At your feet.”




  Looking down, Charlie saw the grill he was standing on had placemarks. Small pink arrows, flashing, indicated where he should stand.




  “Correctly position yourself, if you will.”




  “Bye,” Charlie said to Alice.




  “Bye.”




  And, in a puff of steam, Charlie descended.
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