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A NEW TOURNAMENT

‘Matt James!’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Those cuts and bruises on your arms – how did you obtain them?’

‘Erm…’ Matt panicked. What was he going to say? Mr Wu, principal of the Beijing International Academy had stopped him at the door to the Assembly Hall. The other students streamed past. Mr Wu, smart as always in a well-cut suit and twinkling black shoes, was staring fixedly through his steel-rimmed spectacles at Matt’s left arm. Matt had unthinkingly put on a short-sleeved shirt that morning, and anyone could see the grazes and bruises on his arms. How on earth was he going to explain them?
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Matt wondered how Mr Wu would react if he said, Well, sir, I got them escaping from a cave with the roof coming down on us, underneath the Great Wall of China, after my friends and I had been trapped there by a gang of evil villains.

It would almost have been worth it, just to see the expression on Mr Wu’s face. But he couldn’t say this. It would mean exposing the secret of the Tangshan Tigers, the crime-fighting gang that Matt had formed with his friends Olivier, Catarina and Shawn.

‘Oh, these cuts and bruises,’ he said, playing for time. ‘Yes, they are pretty bad, aren’t they?’

‘So how did you obtain them?’ asked Mr Wu.

He needed to come up with a story. But lying didn’t come naturally to Matt. He felt tongue-tied. ‘How did I obtain them?’ he repeated, licking his lips nervously.

‘Why don’t you just tell Mr Wu the truth, Matt?’ said a voice. It was Olivier.

Matt stared at him in confusion. Tell the truth? Did Olivier mean…?

‘He’s probably embarrassed to admit it, sir,’ said Olivier. ‘But he’s got this super-cool new bike – tungsten-alloy frame, twenty-one gears, the works. He took it out for a spin, and he was going too fast and he jammed the brakes on, and – well, those brakes were a bit too good and he went flying over the handle-bars. That’s right, isn’t it, Matt?’

‘Er, yeah,’ Matt said. ‘Straight over the handle-bars. It was terrible.’
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Mr Wu gave a thin smile. ‘You must exercise greater care, Matt,’ he said. ‘Cycling requires attention and prudence. We do not want one of the stars of our martial arts squad injuring himself, do we?’

‘No, sir.’

Mr Wu gave a brief nod and passed into the Assembly Hall. Matt and Olivier followed a little way behind.

‘Thanks!’ said Matt in a low voice. ‘You saved me there. I owe you one.’

Olivier had an amazing knack of coming up with plausible stories under pressure. He was never at a loss for words. And they didn’t sound like lies when he told them, more like stories that could and probably should have been true.

‘Hey, no problem.’

‘I’m gonna wear long-sleeved tops from now on till my arm’s healed up,’ said Matt. ‘I don’t want anyone else noticing!’

They went into the hall, threading their way through the throng of students, and took their places beside Shawn Hung and Catarina Ribeiro.

‘Hi, guys!’ said Catarina. ‘What kept you?’

‘Oh, Mr Wu was asking me a few questions about my arm,’ said Matt. ‘I thought I was going to have to give away – you know what – but Olivier helped me out.’

‘Hey, speaking of Mr Wu,’ said Catarina, ‘do you reckon he’ll announce our next tournament today?’

‘Hope so,’ said Matt. ‘If it’s all been fixed up.’

‘And where do you think it’s gonna be?’

‘We’ll find out,’ said Matt. ‘Hopefully, it’ll mean another adventure!’

[image: logo]

Matt looked around him as the Assembly Hall filled up. Even now, after a term at the school, he was still impressed by this place with its lofty ceiling, imposing stage, high windows, and walls covered in a rich mosaic of lotus flowers, willow trees and Chinese pagodas. The tiles were solar-sensitive, and changed colour throughout the day as the sun rose in the sky. Right now they were a mixture of blues and greens, with a few tints of pink and purple beginning to creep in.

I’m lucky to be here, thought Matt. Lucky to be studying at this amazing Academy. Most of all he was lucky to have such good friends. All four of them were seriously talented martial artists: Matt’s speciality was tae kwon-do, Shawn’s was judo, Olivier’s was kung fu and Catarina’s was the Brazilian form of combat, capoeira. They each had some unique skill to bring to the Tangshan Tigers. There was Olivier with his charm and ability to talk his way out of any situation. Shawn with his hi-tech wizardry – he could make any gadget, anything computerized or electronic, do anything he wanted it to. And Catarina was nimble and agile as a circus acrobat. And me, he thought. I’ve got a photographic memory.

A hush descended as Mr Wu walked on to the stage. He looked smugly around and cleared his throat. Invisible microphones carried the sound of his voice, amplified but pin-sharp, to every corner of the hall.

‘Good morning. It gives me great pleasure to make the following announcement. Our martial arts team – fresh from their triumph over the Shanghai Institute – are to compete in another big tournament. They will be travelling to Japan to compete against the Kyoto Institute of Excellence.’

‘Yes!’ said Matt, punching the air.

‘Oh boy,’ said Johnny Goldberg, Matt’s friend and room-mate. ‘Are you lucky!’
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Johnny wasn’t in the martial arts squad. He was one of the stars of the basketball team.

‘Fantastic!’ said Matt. ‘Japan – I’ve never been there. I can’t wait!’

All eleven members of the squad began chattering excitedly at the prospect. Their coach, Chang Sifu, had told them that another tournament was a possibility. But Chang had said no more than that. He never gave too much away. Now Mr Wu’s announcement had made it official.

‘I’ve been to Japan with my dad,’ said Olivier. His father was a diplomat and Olivier had travelled a lot. ‘You’ll like it. It’s beautiful – and the food’s great.’

‘I hope the Kyoto team fight fair, though,’ said Shawn. ‘Not like the Shanghai team.’

‘Me too,’ said Matt.

The Shanghai team had used some illegal intimidation tactics against them in the last tournament. ‘But, fair or not, we can still beat them. Like we beat Shanghai!’

Mr Wu cleared his throat again and the murmurs of excitement died away. ‘I am sure our team, under the excellent tutelage of Chang Sifu, will triumph once again and return with another trophy for my office, er–’ he coughed – ‘I mean, for the Beijing International Academy.’

Matt was full of excitement about the trip to Kyoto – and so were the other squad members. As they made their way out of the hall at the end of Assembly, it was the only thing anyone could talk about.

‘Who do you think’s gonna be captain?’ asked Shawn. It was Chang Sifu’s policy to rotate the captaincy of the squad, giving everyone the chance to lead their team-mates at least once.
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‘I don’t mind,’ said Catarina. ‘If he offers it to me, I’ll take it. I just want to get out there and compete.’

‘He should give it to me,’ said Carl

Warrick, walking up to join them. ‘I’d make the best captain.’

‘Oh? Why is that?’ enquired Olivier.

‘’ Cause I’m the best!’ said Carl.

‘Yeah? How come I beat you in the one-on-one in training yesterday then?’ demanded Shawn.

‘You got lucky, that’s all,’ said Carl. ‘Anyway, that was just training, I wasn’t really trying.’

‘Yeah, right!’

‘There’s another reason why I should be captain,’ continued Carl. A sly expression stole over his face. Matt felt a stab of anxiety. He thought he saw what Carl was getting at – and he didn’t like it.

‘What’s that?’ asked Shawn.

‘Put it this way – if I don’t make captain, I might end up saying something I shouldn’t. Let something slip out, if you know what I mean.’

‘I’m not sure I do,’ said Matt quietly, although he was pretty sure he did.

‘Oh, I reckon you do,’ said Carl with a grin, and walked off to join his friends Miles and Roger.

The Tangshan Tigers looked at each other.

‘That’s blackmail!’ said Shawn, clenching his fists.

Carl had secretly followed them on their last adventure. He did not know everything that had happened, but he knew that they had broken school bounds without permission; he certainly knew enough to make life awkward for them if Mr Wu started asking questions.

‘He wouldn’t say anything,’ said Matt. ‘He promised Master Chang–’
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‘People do break promises sometimes,’ said Olivier dryly.

‘But what’s he trying to say?’ said Matt. ‘That unless we recommend him for captain–’

‘There’s no way I’m gonna recommend him!’ said Shawn. ‘He can say what he likes!’

‘Agreed,’ said Olivier.

‘I’d rather recommend my dog!’ said Catarina.

They all laughed.

A burst of Chinese classical music cut across their laughter – the signal that morning class was about to begin. As they hurried down the corridor for maths, Matt said over his shoulder to the others: ‘I wouldn’t worry about it. Master Chang decides who makes captain – and can you see Carl trying to blackmail Chang?’

The idea of Carl attempting to put pressure on Chang Sifu was ridiculous.

‘No way,’ said Shawn. ‘Does not compute!’

Master Chang had arranged a training session before lunch. That was one of the great things about being in the martial arts squad, thought Matt. You got to cut classes early. At twelve o’clock they assembled in the kwoon, or training hall, dressed in their martial arts suits.
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Chang stood in the centre, arms by his sides, wearing a plain blue martial arts suit with a black belt. His hair was grey but his face was smooth and unlined. Matt thought that he had never met anyone so physically at ease as Master Chang – he even made standing still look graceful. There was something about the light, loose way he stood that told you he could move with lightning speed if he needed to – but only if he needed to.

‘Gather round, please,’ he said.

The squad formed a respectful semicircle around him.

‘So,’ said Chang, ‘we are bound for Kyoto.’

Matt and the others whooped with excitement.

Chang held up his hand for silence.

‘But I have another important announcement. One member of our squad is shortly to leave us. He is to transfer to another school. By strange coincidence, that school is Kyoto Institute of Excellence. So, assuming he makes the Kyoto squad – and of this I have little doubt – he will be among our opponents in forthcoming tournament.’

A tense hush fell. Matt felt a pang of dismay at the news. He got on so well with all the squad members that he couldn’t imagine fighting any of them in a serious competition. Who could it be? Surely not one of the Tangshan Tigers? No way! He looked at them, but they all appeared to be as much in the dark as he was. Shawn frowned, clearly puzzled Catarina shrugged her shoulders; and Olivier spread his arms as if to say, ‘I have no idea.’

Chang did not keep them in suspense much longer.

‘The student who is to transfer,’ he said, ‘is Dani Valerio.’

Matt and everybody else turned to stare at Dani, who grinned sheepishly. Matt didn’t know him as well as he knew some of the other squad members, but he liked him a lot. He was Italian, a quiet, serious boy whose speciality was karate.

‘Well, Dani,’ said Chang. ‘I will leave it to you to explain reasons for transfer.’
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‘I-I will be sorry to leave you guys,’ said Dani. ‘My parents are academics, you know, and they both have posts at the University of Kyoto for a year. So I have to go with them. We’re leaving tomorrow. They say the Institute at Kyoto is pretty good – but I will be sad to leave Beijing.’

Matt glanced at Chang. His face remained calm, impassive. It was impossible to tell what he was thinking.

There was a pause. Then Matt stepped forward and shook Dani’s hand.

‘Congratulations,’ he said. ‘I’m sure you’ll get on fine there.’

Other students crowded around to congratulate Dani, slapping him on the back.

‘Kyoto’s awesome,’ said Olivier. ‘You’ll love it.’

‘Don’t forget to try the sushi!’ said Shawn.

‘Best of luck,’ said Wolfgang, shaking Dani’s hand.

‘I bet you’ll be captain of the Kyoto team!’ said Lola.

‘And it’s not like we won’t see you again,’ said Catarina. ‘We’ll meet you at the tournament.’

‘Right,’ said Carl. ‘And I’m looking forward to kicking your butt, Dani!’

Dani laughed, a bit stiffly. Matt frowned at Carl, unimpressed by his rudeness.

‘What are you looking at?’ said Carl aggressively.
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Chang raised his hand again. ‘I would not have put it in quite the way that Carl did. Nevertheless, he has a point. One of you will have to face Dani in the tournament – and, no hard feelings, Dani, but we will do our best to defeat you. There is no avoiding this. And to beat Dani and the rest of Kyoto team – who have reputation as very good fighters, I assure you – we will need complete focus. We must focus like eagles. An eagle, you know, can spot its prey on the ground from a mile high, so keen are its eyes, so intense is its focus. You must focus on your goal like eagle searching for prey. That is what we practise in training session today. Focus.’

‘Hey, wait a minute,’ protested Carl. He pointed at Dani. ‘I won’t train with a traitor!’

‘He’s not a traitor!’ said Matt.

‘But he’s gonna be fighting against us – he should be up in his room packing his bags, not getting a few last training tips!’

Dani looked uncomfortable, Matt saw. He was shuffling his feet and a blush spread over his cheeks.

‘Dani is a member of the Beijing Academy, and of this squad, until tomorrow,’ said Master Chang. ‘I would never deprive anyone of opportunity to learn martial arts. Dani is welcome in this kwoon until he departs. Now, if there are no more questions–’

‘Yeah, well I do have another question!’ said Carl rudely. ‘What about the captain? Who’s it gonna be?’

‘If you would simply listen, Carl,’ said Chang with a touch of sharpness – enough to make Carl flush and look down at his toes – ‘you would find out sooner. Today I set a task: to maintain complete focus in conditions of extreme distraction. Whoever performs best in this task will earn right to captain his – or her – team-mates.’

Matt saw that Carl looked a little bit less confident now. Matt felt a tingle of excited anticipation at the task that lay ahead. Focus, he told himself. That’s all you’ve got to do: keep focused. But he couldn’t stop one niggling doubt worming its way into his brain. What did Chang mean by ‘extreme distraction’?
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