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Take thee,

the place it be,

to seek my soul, 

back to me.
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“Victory! Victory!” bellowed the duke as he strode confidently through the door of a small dwelling in London.

An old lady with long grey hair stood in the corner of the room hovering over a cauldron, the liquid boiling and spitting as it sat over the bubbling hot fire. She slowly turned around and watched the duke throw his heavy fur coat over a wooden chair. He then slumped into the chair grinning like a Cheshire cat. Looking up at the old lady with a wry smile he asked excitedly, “Is it ready?”

The old lady responded in a soft voice, “Almost. Just one final element. Do you have it?”

The duke slipped his hand into his pocket and produced a small pouch. He carefully handed it to the old lady who reached into the pouch and pulled out a locket of his hair. She placed the locket into the cauldron, closed her eyes and muttered under her breath:

“a locket of hair,

his power so fair,

the duke, a king

a crown he shall wear.”

She slowly opened her eyes and looked down into the dark, murky cauldron.

“Has it worked?” asked the duke eagerly.

“It has not. The liquid has not changed colour.”

“What do you mean?”

“There is something in the way,” she said nervously.

The duke stood up and began pacing the floor in an agitated state. “My brother is dead. You said the spell would work upon his death.”

“The power lies within you,” she replied. Looking deeper into the cauldron her eyes lit up. “Ah, there it is.”

“What, pray tell, is it? What have you found?”

“You must be rid of the obstacle that lies before you.”

The duke knew exactly what that meant. He walked over to a table and angrily pounded his fist on it. He continued pacing the floor. The old lady felt scared as she backed away to the corner of the room. “I know what I must do!” he bellowed. “I shall rid them all.”

“What do you mean?” asked the old lady. “The spell is not powerful enough to rid them all.”

“I don’t need your silly spells to get rid of the Woodvilles. I am disgusted that my brother, a king no less, married Elizabeth Woodville, a peasant! Not only a peasant but a Lancastrian. My family, my royal family, are Yorkists. Yorks and Lancasters do not marry and now look what has happened. Elizabeth Woodville became queen and as soon as she moved into the palace she bestowed all of her brothers and sisters titles. All ten of them! The palace is now overrun with Lancastrians who are now dukes and duchesses. It is a disgrace. And when my king died on 7th April this year, his son, a boy not more than 12 years old is now king! I should be king! I am the Duke of Gloucester and my brother has made me the little snipe’s Lord Protector! A lowly class has been bestowed upon me and now the boy is my king! Do you see how ridiculous that is? That I must bow to a boy?”

“What then are your intentions?” asked the old lady. 

“The boy leaves Ludlow Castle tomorrow. He thinks he’s on his way to London for the preparation of his coronation. I will set a trap and capture him. I, along with my trusted ally, the Duke of Buckingham, will spread a rumour that the young king is not the rightful heir.”

The old lady smiled. “An illegitimate king? A clever man you are, for that is a dastardly plan.” 

“Indeed,” replied the duke. “I will get rid of the young king and his younger brother so he can’t take the crown. Yes, I will rid both of them.”

The duke, having finished his rant, opened the front door, turned around and glared at the old lady. Squinting his beady eyes, he said, “Not only will I get rid of the boy king, I will rid the palace of every single Lancastrian, including that boy’s mother, Elizabeth Woodville. I will have her executed. A Lancastrian should have never been allowed to marry a Yorkist king. I will restore Yorkist power to the court. I despise every Woodville in England, especially my sister-in-law, Elizabeth Woodville. Along with her dead king, her power has gone. I am coming for her, her family, her children. For I am Richard, Duke of Gloucester and by the end of the summer, I will be the most powerful man in the land. I will be King Richard III of England.”
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After returning home from hospital last year, William’s arm had healed and he was glad to be rid of the plaster that made his arm itch endlessly. Lottie, William’s girlfriend from university, had to poke a chopstick down his cast and scratch the spots that itched the most. Isabel thought it was funny that, so far, William had broken his leg after being hit by a car upon returning from the 18th century in 2013 and broken his arm when he began university in 2015. William wasn’t bothered and Mother said that some people just have all the bad luck when it comes to breaking their bones. 

Apart from a broken bone here and there, life was back on track for the Pritchards. William had returned from the year 1067 with the real talisman after swapping it for a fake one. Mother often wondered what Raven would do if she found out the talisman she had was just a useless replica, but that would depend upon whether she would try to use it. In any case, Mother wasn’t worried as she and Raven had cast the binding galdr which meant Raven couldn’t come for her or her children and harm them, for if she did, she would die. The galdr was a very powerful enchantment which couldn’t be broken by any other known spell on earth, not even by any spell in the most powerful book of spells – the Grimoire. Knowing that she and her children were safe, Mother slept very well at night.

As soon as William returned home with the real talisman, Mother kept it in a safe under the floor in her bedroom. All Mother needed was the amulet that would bring her husband home from being stuck in 1851. She was halfway there. However, as the amulet was in the possession of Raven. Mother would have to conjure up a very special spell to get it back, but as hard as she tried, she couldn’t come up with one. When Mother chose to become a mortal, her powers had faded and conjuring up clever spells was part of an old life she had left behind. With only 60 spells in the Grimoire, there wasn’t one she could use in that either, and there was no way Raven would ever hand over the amulet. Not in a million years.
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On a warm morning just before sunrise on Tuesday 21st June 2016, travellers from all over England descended upon Stonehenge in south-west England to celebrate the summer solstice. Toddlers sat on their dads’ shoulders while mums poured hot tea and coffee from urns as they waited excitedly for the sun to shine over the huge stones. As the masses gathered it seemed rather odd that nobody knew definitively how or why the prehistoric stones got there. For hundreds of years historians came up with various theories. Some said Stonehenge was used as a healing centre, some say the stones were there to predict solar and lunar eclipses, and some of the more outrageous theories were that the stones were created by aliens. 

It was a mystery dating back more than 5000 years. However, an old man in the crowd had visited Stonehenge every single year since 1550. This man looked like a fairly ordinary fellow amongst the crowd. He had shoulder length black hair, a beard and moustache. Even the long black cape that was fastened around his neck wasn’t enough to attract any attention. Nobody seemed to notice him because all sorts of weird and wacky people turned up to Stonehenge each year. People who thought they were witches and pagans and oddly-dressed men and women were there, so nobody took any notice of the man in the black cape.

Later that morning, when everyone had enjoyed watching the summer solstice on the longest day of the year, the crowds began to disburse. They packed up and drove back to their homes. Every year the man in the cape would leave Stonehenge, walk several miles to his tree, slap his hands upon it and disappear. However, this year he didn’t walk towards his tree to go home. This time he began walking in the opposite direction. He walked seven miles to Salisbury Station. He was on his way to London, for there was an important message he had to deliver to someone from his past.

That evening, the old man arrived in London, tired and hungry. He didn’t have time to stop and find somewhere to eat. He had to keep going for time was running out. He walked through the streets with his head down as he passed people on their way home from work. Nobody took any notice of him when he hobbled down the concrete stairs to the underground tube station. He waited patiently on the platform and boarded his train. When he arrived at his destination he walked briskly through the small tree-lined streets. Arriving at the house he had been looking for, he stood at the gate for a few moments and took a deep breath. He slowly opened the gate, walked nervously up the steps and knocked on the door.

A few moments later a hallway light switched on. The door opened and Mother almost fainted when she saw the man standing in front of her. She hadn’t seen this man for over 400 years but she knew who he was, for she recognised the scar under his left eye. Struggling to say his name, she whispered, “G… G… Gilbert?”

“Hello, Elinor,” said the man in a softly spoken voice.

“I can’t believe it! Is it really you?”

“Yes, it is I. Your brother.”

Mother wasn’t sure what to do. She was in a state of complete shock. She looked her brother up and down then pulled him towards her and hugged him tightly. They stood on the porch and hugged for what felt like an eternity. Mother felt the cool air drifting into the house and she quickly ushered Gilbert inside, closing the door quietly behind. “Please,” Mother said nervously, “come inside, we have so much to catch up on.” Gilbert removed his cape and Mother hung it on a rack in the hallway.

As they sat on the sofa together, Mother’s head was spinning. She had so many questions. Overcome with emotion, she burst into tears. Fumbling for a tissue in her pocket she blew her nose as her hand shook nervously. “I just can’t believe it’s you, I thought you died years ago. Where have you been all this time? Where did you go?”

“We have much to catch up on,” replied Gilbert.

“Why did you leave us? The last time I saw you I was just a little girl.”

“Ah yes, Elinor and Gudrun. My twin sisters. It is difficult for me to explain why I left but I was much older than you and knew what was coming.”

“What do you mean?” asked Mother. “Did you know that Gudrun and I can travel through the trees? Do you know that she is an evil witch? We are not sisters anymore; she has threatened my family.”

“I am sorry that the bond has broken,” said Gilbert. 

Mother felt too afraid to ask why Gilbert was in her house. After a brief silence she quipped, “My family! I have children! Oh, Gilbert, you must meet them. William is studying to become a doctor, like his father, and Isabel is 15 and still at school. You will love them. They know of you – well, they know I had a brother but that’s all they know because even I don’t know anything else about you, and, well…”

“It is all right.” Gilbert realised how nervous his sister was. He put his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I would love to meet your children.”

“Oh…” Mother sighed with relief. “Lovely. William is at university and Isabel will be home soon, she’s been studying at her friend’s house.” Then Mother thought of Edina. “Oh and Edina! She’s my daughter too. She’s also at school and just turned 19.”

Mother studied Gilbert closely and realised he had been on a long journey and would likely be very hungry. She told him he must stay for dinner but felt a little uneasy about him being in her home as she wasn’t sure why he just turned up out of the blue. Where had he been all these years and why show up now? She ushered Gilbert into the kitchen to sit and chat while she prepared dinner. As she bent down and pulled out a bag of vegetables from the fridge, she wondered if her family were in any danger, now that the initial shock of seeing her brother had worn off. She would have to be blunt and ask him straight up why he had just appeared on her doorstep. And how did he find her? Things weren’t adding up and she began to feel quite worried. She didn’t know what her brother’s intentions were and all of a sudden she had 100 questions that needed answering. She would have to be on her guard until Gilbert explained why he was here, in the 21st century, sitting in her kitchen about to have dinner with her family.

The front door swung open and Isabel bounded in, dumping her school bag on the floor in the hallway. “Hey, Mum! I’m starving. What’s for dinner?” She popped her head round the kitchen door and got the fright of her life when she saw Gilbert sitting at the table. “Argh!” she screamed. “Who are you?”

“It’s all right!” Mother placed her hands on Gilbert’s shoulders. “Meet your Uncle Gilbert.”

“Wait! What?”

“This is Gilbert, my brother. I told you about him, don’t you remember?”

Isabel cautiously walked into the kitchen and sat at the opposite side of the table. “Oh right.” She whispered to Mother, “Everything okay?”

“I think so,” replied Mother as she looked directly into Gilbert’s eyes. “But he’s just arrived and he’s hungry and tired. We’ll have time to chat properly after dinner. For now, we’re just reacquainting ourselves.”

“You must be Isabel,” Gilbert said softly. “I am very pleased to meet you.” Gilbert held out his hand.

“Nice to meet you too.” Isabel gently shook Gilbert’s hand. The palm of his hand felt rough when Isabel shook it and, looking down, she noticed his hands looked very old and wrinkly. “So, what brings you here?” Isabel asked rather bluntly.

“Izzy!” said Mother. “Manners!”

Gilbert shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I owe you an explanation as to why I am here after all these years.”

“You can travel too?” Mother stopped stirring the pot at the stove, turned down the heat and sat down next to Gilbert. 

“Yes, it is true. Just like you and Gudrun, I, too, am over 400 years old. I was born on 7th September 1523…”

“Incredible! I was born on that exact date in 1533!” squealed Mother. “We share the same birthday. Go on…”

“When I was 14,” continued Gilbert, “I was employed as a stonemason.”

“What’s that?” asked Isabel.

“A builder. Back in the 16th century most children did not attend school; they were expected to work from a very young age. I tried a few things but found I was quite good at crafting and a local stonemason employed me. I built houses mainly, but one day changed my life forever.”

Mother and Isabel listened intently.

“I became very good at my craft and in January 1559 I was sent to London to protect a very special stone. I had no idea what it was but I did what I was told and went to Westminster Abbey where the stone was being held. Upon my arrival at the Abbey, I was met by a bishop who took me straight to a small room. When he unlocked the door, sitting on a table was an oblong shape with a red and gold robe covering it. It looked very important and when he pulled the cloth away I felt afraid of what was in front of me.” 

Just as Mother and Isabel were about to hear more of this very intriguing story, the front door slammed shut and Edina headed into the kitchen. When she noticed Gilbert sitting at the table, her heart began to thump. Gilbert swung around and they locked eyes on each other for a split second. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.” Edina stepped backwards, scurried to her bedroom and shut the door. 

Mother thought that was a little strange so she went after Edina and knocked on her door. “Edina? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine, Mum.”

Mother opened the door slightly. “Can I come in?”

“Of course,” replied Edina. 

Mother sat on Edina’s bed amongst all the teddies that Isabel had bought for her when she came to live with the family. Edina pushed a few teddies off the bed to make some room.

“Sorry if we startled you,” said Mother. “The man in the kitchen is Gilbert and he’s my brother.” Mother smiled excitedly. “He just arrived; I didn’t even know he was coming so I’m just as shocked as you are.”

“Your brother? I didn’t know you had a brother. You told me about Raven but you never told me about a brother.”

“That’s because I haven’t seen him in a very long time. I thought he died years ago which is why I never mentioned him. I haven’t seen him since I was… Let me think…” Mother tilted her head to the side and looked as though she had gone off into space. “Gosh! Since I was about four years old. Yes, I must have been about four. To be honest, I only recognised him because of the scar on his face. I never knew how he got that scar but it’s been there since I can remember.”

“Why is he back after all these years?” asked Edina.

“I’m not sure but we’ll find out. I think he was just about to tell me when you came home. But he’ll tell us. For now I’m just enjoying having him back.”

“Do you remember much of him?”

“Not really, but I vaguely remember him picking strawberries from the woods when I was a little girl. He always saved the big juicy ones for me. I must have been his favourite sister!” 

“Well then,” said Edina, “enjoy catching up with Gilbert. I think I’ll stay in my room this evening. I had a late lunch and I’ve got some homework to finish.”

Mother stood up. “Oh, all right then.” When she opened the bedroom door she turned around to Edina. “Darling, please don’t think you have to disappear on account of Gilbert being here. Remember, he’s your uncle too.”

A cold chill ran down Edina’s spine and she remained in her bedroom for the rest of the evening. 

		
	

CHAPTER 4


[image: image]



The following morning, Mother cooked her much-loved pancakes for breakfast. In the past when she cooked up a big breakfast it was normally a solemn affair as someone was about to travel through the trees and everyone was usually downcast and lacked an appetite. On this day, however, the kitchen was bustling as Mother stood at the stove pouring the pancake batter into the frypan while Isabel buttered toast and slipped the little round pods into the coffee machine.

“Oh, hi there!” quipped Isabel cheerily when she saw Edina standing at the kitchen door, rubbing her eyes. “Come sit, we’re cooking up a storm!” Edina sat at the table and wrapped her tartan dressing gown around her. 

“Where’s Gilbert?” she asked. 

“He went for a walk,” replied Mother. “He’ll be back soon. Here you go.” Mother popped a plate of pancakes in front of Edina.

“Is he coming back?”

Mother looked strangely at Edina. “Of course, he’s only gone for a walk. Actually I’d like him to stay a few days. We have lots to catch up on.”

“Did you find out why he’s here?”

“We had a chat last night, but no, not really. Not yet anyway. He’ll tell us. I’m sure we’ll talk about all of that today.” 

“That’s good,” replied Edina. “I’m sure you’re keen to find out where he’s been all these years. For peace of mind.”

When Gilbert returned from his walk, Mother led him into the kitchen where they all ate pancakes and toast, washed down with freshly squeezed orange juice and coffee.

“Oh, Gilbert,” said Mother, “William called a few minutes ago. I told him you were here and he’s coming down from uni tomorrow to meet you. Please tell me you’ll stay. I’d love you to meet him.” 

Gilbert was a man of few words, but he raised his eyebrows and replied, “Ah, the doctor. A very respectable profession. I have no doubt he’ll make a fine doctor.”

“So will you stay?” asked Mother. She looked so eager for Gilbert to spend some time with the family there wasn’t much room for him to refuse. 

“Sister, I would be delighted to stay, but I must tell you something first.”

“I suppose this is the reason you’re here,” Mother said.

Everyone stopped eating, put their cutlery down and waited for Gilbert to speak. 

“My dearest Elinor, I am here to tell you something very important about the talisman. I know that the talisman brings the bearer eternal life and the amulet yields eternal youth and combined they have an enormous amount of power.” 

“You know about them?” asked Mother.

“Yes I do. I also know that—”

“We need them both to bring Dad home!” interrupted Isabel.

“Yes, your mother told me last night,” replied Gilbert. “Unfortunately what I am about to tell you will not yield a positive outcome.”

“Oh dear,” Mother sighed. “What is it? What could possibly go wrong now?”

“The problem lies within the talisman,” said Gilbert. “It saddens me to say that it does not have enough power to bring your husband home.”

“I don’t understand,” cried Mother. “We risked our lives to get the talisman from Raven. I thought all we needed was the amulet then I could go to 1851 and bring David home. How can both the coins not be powerful enough?”

“The power in the talisman has gone. You must take the talisman to a very precious stone, the only stone on earth that will restore the power to its full potential. It is the stone that I was employed to protect.” 

Isabel gasped. “That sounds utterly frightful.”

“Shh, Izzy. Let Gilbert speak.”

“Back in January 1559 it was all very secretive,” said Gilbert. “The bishop would not tell me anything, he just told me that I had to guard the stone with my life. I thought it was in need of repair, which is why they would send for a stonemason, but it was not so. I was told not to touch it and I did what I was told. The bishop had the stone placed in an alcove within the wall and covered it with a gold cloth. Just before he walked out of the door he turned to me and said, ‘Your duty now lies with the crown and if you fail you will be hung for treason against our good queen.’” 

Mother and Isabel gasped in shock.

“I understood what that meant,” said Gilbert. “So I sat in that room and guarded the stone. Twice a day I was fed and after seven days the bishop entered the room and informed me that my job was done. I asked him why I had to guard the stone and he said it had a very important job, for it was the stone that was placed under the coronation chair of all the kings and queens in England just before they were crowned.”

“So what happened then? Did you just go home after that?” asked Isabel.

“Oh, I would have loved to walk out of the abbey and go home that day,” replied Gilbert, “but my life changed forever. You see, the day the bishop told me my job was done was on the 15th January 1559, the day of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation, our good Queen Bess, as she was affectionately called. The bishop summoned two guards to remove the stone from the room and I watched as they walked it to the altar just before the ceremony. When the guards returned to the room, the bishop paid me and told me to leave. As I began walking through the abbey, in the corner of my eye I saw the coronation chair. I wondered exactly where they had placed the stone. Curiosity got the better of me so I snuck up to the altar. And right there, under the coronation chair, sat the stone. I wondered why it was so important to play a role in such a grand affair so I bent down and touched it.”

“What happened then?” asked Mother.

“I was caught. The young Princess Elizabeth was soon to be crowned and the members of her privy council were fiercely protective of her. They were furious and true to the bishop’s word, I was to be hanged for treason on the day after Elizabeth’s coronation. That night as I sat in a cell at the Tower of London, I cast a spell for I was desperate to have my life spared.”

“What spell was that?” asked Isabel.

“Ah, it was a spell that would have put everyone in the palace to sleep so I could make my escape. You see, I was able to reach the key that was tied to a guard’s belt as he sat near my cell. It would have worked, that is, if the spell had worked.”

Mother sat back on her chair deep in thought. “Why didn’t the spell work and how did it affect the stone?”

Gilbert stood up and began pacing the kitchen as Isabel, Mother and Edina sat silently. “My spell was supposed to say:

‘Here I lay, nay to stay,

this dark room, another day, 

Sleep to those here who roam,

Lift me up, take me home.’

“Knowing I was about to be executed, my mind was racked with worry and confusion. Instead of saying the word home I said stone.” 

“Take me stone?” muttered Isabel.

“Yes,” replied Gilbert. “I understand that does not make sense but, unfortunately, the word stone changed the whole context of the spell. That night, everyone in the palace fell into a deep sleep and I made my escape. I thought the spell had worked until I began to feel very weak and tired, just as an old man would feel.

“I started ageing overnight and not more than a month later I had become much older than my years. When I was a young boy, our mother, Adeline, told me a story of a very powerful talisman, that it brought eternal life to the beholder. She knew of the talisman’s curse and cast a spell so that it could never affect her children and their descendants, but the spell did not work for me. It did the opposite, it made me an old man.” 

“So that’s why our family hasn’t got old,” said Isabel. “Because we’ve got the talisman and nothing has happened to us.”

“Yes, that is correct. Your family will never have eternal life and you will grow old as nature has planned.” 

“Well that makes so much sense,” Mother said. “We often wondered if the talisman would have any effect on us but we decided bringing my husband home was a risk we were willing to take.”

“That is something you need not worry about. There is something else I must tell you. When our mother cast the spell on the talisman, something very awful happened. The power in the talisman began to fade.”

Mother raced to the safe in her bedroom and pulled out the talisman. Her heart sank when she saw that all five rubies, which should have been bright red, had gone completely brown. In a panic, she returned to the kitchen with the talisman. “How did this happen? All the rubies were red when I placed the talisman in the safe. What’s happened to it?”

“When the power fades, the rubies will turn brown,” replied Gilbert. “Five brown rubies means there is no power left at all.”

“Oh no!” cried Mother. “How do we restore its power? What must we do?”

“You must restore the power from the stone. Once you are able to restore all of its power, with five glowing rubies, you can save me. This will enable you to bring your husband home and lift the curse that the talisman has bestowed upon me.”

“We’ll do it,” said Mother. “We’ll get the power back and we’ll save your life too.”

Gilbert gently placed his hands over his face. A tear fell down his cheek. “Thank you,” he whispered. 
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The following day, William arrived home and brought with him his first girlfriend, Lottie, of whom everyone had heard so much about. When William opened the front door he couldn’t wait for his family to meet her. He had spoken so much of Lottie that it felt as though she was already a member of the family. Mother gave Lottie a big hug as soon as she walked into the lounge room. Lottie felt a little nervous about meeting William’s family but it didn’t take long for her to feel at ease with everyone. Mother already had a roast chicken cooking in the oven, the potatoes were baking in the roasting dish and every so often Mother picked up a brush and pasted goose fat over them to get them all nice and crispy. After lunch, everyone was so full they retreated to the lounge room and chatted over cups of tea as Lottie talked of her family who lived in the little village of Farnham in Surrey.
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