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"Imagination is everything. It is the preview of life's coming attractions."

- Albert Einstein -
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The Storm and the Spoon


[image: ]




The night was thick with shadows, the wind howled through gnarled branches of ancient trees and the rain pelted down on the ground making big puddles. Lightning split the sky in violent flashes and the boom of thunder shook the air like cannon fire. And there, tucked beyond the trees and the curling wrought-iron gates, stood the grand Art Deco mansion of Gordon Horwood, silently watching over the tempest like a giant stone sentinel.

While the storm raged and the rest of the world snuggled under blankets, someone or something had come to Gordon’s home, uninvited and most definitely unwelcome.

A flash of lightning lit up a long-gloved hand as it slid a large ornate key into the mansion’s lock. Click. Clunk. The ancient tumblers turned with mechanical finality. The heavy door creaked open, exhaling the breath of a house disturbed. The intruder stepped inside, cloaked in shadow, silently gliding with all grace and purpose of a jungle predator.

Inside, the mansion was a museum of beautiful chaos, every wall and corner a tribute to centuries of treasures. A strange blue glow pulsed through the darkness, not from torch or lantern, but from something far more arcane. Something magical. It cast ghostly shadows across shelves and plinths, lighting relics collected from every forgotten corner of the world.

Flash, boom.

A crack of lightning illuminated a marble statue staring down, its cold eyes watching but not seeing.
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Another flash, and a Native-American headdress revealed, frozen in time, feathers swaying in an invisible draft. Unphased, the intruder presses on and ascends the grand staircase, past rows of ancestral portraits; their faces blissfully unaware that a stranger now prowls their halls.

––––––––
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A photo catches the intruder’s eye. Five children, captured in a moment of summer laughter: Ella, Henry, and Scarlett with their cousins Harrison and Jack. They sport wide smiles with arms draped across one another, utterly unaware of the danger now creeping past their snapshot or what lay in store for them.

Silently gliding down the hallway, the shadowy figure barely slows as it slips door through a doorway and into dark room. The blue glow of the orb throws light as the intruder surveys the artwork hanging on the walls. They stop at Raphael’s Portrait of a Young Man, a priceless painting long thought lost in the fires of World War II. But here it is, perfect and pristine in every way. Despite its incredible value, this is not what the intruder has come for. Instead, informed gloved fingers examine the gilded frame, feeling for a secret latch they know is there.

––––––––
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Click. And a mechanism is activated. With a grind of hidden clogs, the painting slides into the wall to reveal a grand wrought-iron safe, ancient and formidable. The intruder slaps a ‘post it note’ next to the tumbler lock. Scribbled across it, the combination. Now dexterous fingers go to work, spinning the dial; left, right, left, until a satisfying ‘click’. Then, with a tug in the handle, the door of the grand old safe pops open.

Inside, there are no precious jewels, nor gold, or piles of cash. Just a shelf cluttered with ordinary oddments that could have belonged to a sentimental hoarder: A plush ‘toy tiger’, the kind you might win as a prize at an arcade ‘game’. Sitting next to it, a ‘cheap medallion’ on a fraying shoelace, something that could turn up in a cereal box or a ‘happy meal’, a ‘beginner's cookbook’, a bag of marbles, a box of lollypops, and a purple ‘magic marker’, the kind that could be found in any well stocked pencil case. And on the top shelf, resting like a crown jewel... A wooden spoon. An old everyday wooden spoon, that you might use for stirring soup. Plain. Unvarnished. Utterly unremarkable.

The intruder flips back her hood. Long-raven hair tumbles over her shoulders. Her bright green eyes gleam in the soft glow of the orb hovering beside her. She is beautiful, but her perfect bone structure doesn’t mask the cruel intent and cold ambition of her dark heart and hungry eyes. She is cruel and dangerous. In certain circles they call her the Sorceress and she is to be feared.

Her gaze locks onto the spoon. A wicked and triumphant grin slides across her face. This was what she had come for. The object she had risked everything to obtain.

The Sorceress reaches in and lifts the spoon from the shelf with the kind gentle reverence reserved for puppies and kittens. A wave of grand possibilities washes over her. To the ordinary eye, this is just a kitchen utensil. But to the Sorceress, it is ancient, powerful, and unspeakably dangerous. The spoon is pure magic.

Her enrapture is interrupted by thunderous voice, full of warning, “That doesn’t belong to you, Tabitha.”

Lightning cracks and the room strobes. 

Gordon Horwood frame fills the doorway. His silk pajamas that shimmer over him like molten gold. His face is stern, carved with age-earned experience. His bright blue eyes fix upon her.

The Sorceress slowly turns, her grin never fading. “No one calls me Tabitha anymore. It’s Sorceress now. Especially now that I have this.” In a display of defiance, she twirls the spoon between her fingers like a conductor’s baton.

Gordon flicked on the light. His study now fully revealed: shelves of arcane tomes, brass instruments, and ancient maps clutter the space. Tabitha scanned the room; locked windows, one exit, there was no obvious way out. “I see you’ve put bars on the windows,” she said with a smirk while brushing the spoon across her cheek. “Thank goodness you didn’t change the locks.”

Gordon held out his hand, all business. “Give me the spoon,” he demanded.

Tabitha stepped back, calm and smug. “Look at you, giving me orders in your fancy pajamas. Well, you don’t make the rules anymore. I do! And the new rule is, I’m keeping the spoon.”

“I won’t ask again. Hand it over, or I’ll come and take it.” Gordon growled, knowing she could not match him in a fair fight.

Tabitha’s eyes twinkled. “You didn’t think I’d come here alone, did you?” And, from the darkness, they emerged, moving like smoke. ‘Catchers’. Hooded figures with featureless faces and glowing red eyes. Their long-bony fingers gripped ‘dream nets’, weapons that resemble lacrosse sticks, adorned with spikes and strange incantations, designed not to catch creatures, but snatch dreams.

––––––––
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Gordon sighed in disappointment. “You keep company with ‘Catchers’ now? Wow! Look how far you have fallen.” His hand snapped out, grabbing the hilt of a katana mounted on the wall nearby. The blade sang a pitched ‘zing’ as he unsheathed it in one smooth motion. “I hate Catchers,” Gordon said simply, as he lowered into a battle stance.

Tabitha chuckled as the Catchers began to stalk Gordon, “It didn’t have to be like this. If only you had seen things my way... But you didn’t. So, Gordon dear, I guess this is goodbye.” Then, in a voice as cold as ice, she turned to the Catchers and hissed the command, “Kill him.”

The Catchers lunged with deadly intent. Gordon met them head-on in a whirlwind of steel and fury. Tabitha seized the moment to slip away.

Gordon, a master of the blade, danced between the dark phantoms, his katana slicing through the air. In a backhanded attack the blade found its mark slicing the midriff of the first Catcher. It fell with a sickly hiss, dissolving into a plume of stinking green smoke.

The second Catcher cautioned by the rapid dispatch of his compatriot, stepped back to better prepare for the next round. Moving deliberately, the Catcher was careful not to be taken by surprise. The phantom moved in jerks and jumps, probing Gordon, looking for his vulnerability. Suddenly Gordon exploded toward Catcher and attacked in a flurry of perfectly timed cuts and thrusts. Gordon forced the Catcher backward, pinning it against the bookshelf. The Catcher flipped over Gordon’s head, in a ghostly leap, to land behind him. But Gordon anticipated the move. In a perfectly timed, lightning-fast motion Gordon slashed at the Catcher as it landed. The head of the Catcher bounced on the rug exploding like a gassy green firework as its body buckled to the ground.

Tabitha knew there was no time to waste in making her escape. She knew the Catchers would only slow Gordon. They would not stop him. She dashed down the hallway and without breaking stride, uttered an incantation into the head of the spoon. The spoon shivered in her grasp. Light twirled around it like golden ribbons, twisting the spoon into something glistening and smooth. Something beautiful... A wand; pearly white, with a ruby red base and swirl of sapphire currents extending to the tip. It crackled with charged magic as it grew in her hand.

Having dispatched both Catchers, Gordon burst into the hall with one objective; stop Tabitha escaping with the ‘spoon’.

At the top of the staircase, Tabitha raised her newly formed wand and spoke a spell. “Captoris fracto surge, Eques Umbrae, mecum procede!” The front door burst open with a gale of wind and rain. From the storm, a Nightmare galloped in, it’s coat obsidian-black, its mane a blur of smoke and ember. It shrieked like a thousand bad dreams as it skidded to a halt and reared at the base of the stairs.

Without breaking stride Gordon snaped up a bow and arrow from the Apache artifact and took aim. Tabitha launched from the stairs and in one giant leap, she landed on the Nightmare’s back. Gordon released the arrow. The Nightmare reared again, its form shifted into a ghostly burn of smoke and embers. Even though the arrow flew fast and true, it was too late. It swished through smoke and embedded itself into the wall... And just like that... Tabitha was gone.

Gyves, the butler, charged into the entrance hall brandishing a loaded blunderbuss, his plaid robe wrapped tightly around his portly frame. He quickly realized he’d missed the fight altogether. “I assume it was her?” he asked dryly, as he lowered the gun and straightened a lamp.

“She has the spoon,” Gordon said grimly, yanking the arrow from the wall. Gyves, gave a knowing nod, “Would you like me to pack your bag, sir?” 

“Yes, thank you Gyves,” confirmed Gordon, already bounding back up the stairs. “And if I’m delayed, you know what to do.” Gyves, ever steady, gave a nod. “Of course, sir. I have it all written down” Showing Gordon his leather-bound note pad.

––––––––
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“Oh, and Gyves—” Gordon called back, pausing on the landing. “Be sure to change the locks.”

––––––––
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Just another day
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The next morning, in a Melbourne suburb, that by all accounts was very ordinary, the number fifty-eight tram trundled its way down the center of the road. Inside, squished between a man with his pants pulled up way too high and another fellow with a hat pulled down too low, were three children, who would later prove to be anything but ordinary.

––––––––
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Ella Horwood, fifteen. Clever, cautious, and as coordinated as someone with seven years of compulsory dance class might be. Not that Ella had ever aspired to pirouette her way to glory, it was her grandmother’s idea that she did ballet. “It’s good for the body and the brain,” Nana Horwood would say, with a waggle of her finger. “One day you’ll thank me.”

Ella hadn’t thanked her yet, but often the things we learn today can be used for things we must do tomorrow. And tomorrow was something Ella thought a lot about. In fact, Ella was what you might call an overthinker, an Olympic-level worrier. The type to relive a spelling error from third grade while taking a shower. Her mind was a non-stop carousel of ‘what-ifs’, ‘should-haves’, and ‘how-bads’. She hadn’t yet learned that most of the things we worry about, in fact, never actually happen. As part of that, Ella had not yet discovered that life is a lot easier when you only focus on those things you can control; like one’s own thoughts, actions and judgements; and let go of those things you can’t control; like other people’s opinions or the weather.

Sitting beside her, her younger brother, Henry shuffled his feet and blew his nose. Henry was
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thirteen, and very impatient to be fourteen. He was the classic middle child, quick-witted, occasionally obnoxious, and always ready with a wisecrack that could both annoy and impress in equal measure. His brain was a sponge. He had memorized every national flag in the world, and he could quote you the entire periodic table... backward... in alphabetical order, just to show off, which he loved to do.

Scarlett, eleven, the youngest of the Horwood siblings was propped on a seat nursing her school pack. She pressed her nose against the window of the tram and watched the world slide past imagining improbable scenarios. Her favorite thing to do was to daydream. And being led by her vivid imagination, Scarlett looked for an adventure in every shadow. Her pretty round face was made even more endearing by her irrepressible good cheer. She was curious, charming and cheerful which made her excellent company on any occasion.

As the tram rattled on, the doors hissed open and close at every stop. Finally, with a jerk and a

jolt the tram arrived at the children’s destination... “Pendlebury,” Henry sighed, “we’re here” as if he were being dragged into a Dickensian prison.

The Pendlebury School was one of those places that tried very hard to seem prestigious. High hedges. High fences. Low joy. Its motto, carved in stone above the iron gates, read: "Dreams Come True with Hard Work." Which sounded more like a threat than a promise.

The Horwoods pushed through the gates under the blank gaze of the ‘teacher on duty’, a man who looked like he’d been carved from disappointment and melancholy.

The bell rang and the hallways filled with students navigating their way to their next class. 

Running late again, Ella weaved her way down the corridor like a circus acrobat, balancing an armful of books and a juice smoothie, all the while managing to avoid eye contact.

As Ella zig-zagged her way down the hall. She looked up to see an unpleasantness that was very real and completely unavoidable. Dread filled her heart... Strategically perched at the stairwell, occupying more space than they needed, was Nicole Swift and her ‘witch brigade’ of mean girls. Nicole with her exotic features and father’s platinum Amex, had established herself as the fashion police and social inquisitor of her year group. Needless to say, there was little love lost between Nicole and Ella... But unfortunately for Ella, she was no match for the whip tonged, well-resourced Nicole in a social skirmish. Nicole had a talent for turning compliments into insults and she could weaponize her giggle into a ninja star.

Ella’s usual strategy, when it came to Nicole, was simple: Avoid. Evade. Escape. This system generally served her well, but today there was no avoiding Nicole’s ‘field of fire’. She had been spotted. Those windmills in Ella’s mind began to spin like they were being blown by a hurricane. Lost in a fog of her ever-increasing anxiety, Ella didn’t see Brian Naylor standing there; all six foot two, eyes of blue and perfect hair.

Crash. Ella collided with Brian at full tilt. Books flew and her smoothie launched.

She hit the ground with a dramatic “OOMPH!” And, in a moment of cruel, cosmic choreography, her smoothie did a triple somersault through the air before splattering squarely on her head.

Sticky purple berry. Everywhere.

“Oh, my goodness!” Brian exclaimed, dropping to one knee like a ‘rom-com-prom prince’. “Are you okay?”

A rush of heat flooded Ella’s face, a molten wave of humiliation crept up her neck and settled in her ears. Time seemed to slow as those windmills whirred again... a cascade of thoughts rattled around in her head... Maybe just lie here forever. Vanish. Become invisible. Anything, something to get her out of here.

A sharp, delighted gasp from the stairwell, broke Ella’s trance. “Oh my god, Ella,” purred Nicole. “That was soooo cringe.” She pointed to the berry smoothie Ella was now wearing as a hat. “But that color really does suits you. You should wear it more often.” The mean girls provided a chorus of sniggers and scoffs.

Ella frantically scanned her brain for a response, something sharp and witty, but all she found was white noise and the horrifying realization that the drink was now dripping down her chin.

Nicole snapped a photo with her phone and began to ‘post’ it. “Hashtag clumsy. Hashtag epic fail. Hashtag berry beret."

Brian offered his hand with genuine concern. “Do you need some help?”

Ella stared at him for what felt like an eternity. She was now torn between accepting his assistance and revealing her clammy-hands or refusing and looking like a stubborn swamp creature. At that moment, the Teacher on Duty appeared. “Ella Horwood?” inquired the Teacher, with his tie too short and his pocket protector too full. “Please report to the principal’s office.” Never, in a million years did Ella think she would be so glad to encounter this teacher’s dead pan expression and general lack of interest. For he had unwittingly provided Ella with a welcome exit. Following the teacher’s instruction, she gathered her things, wiped a drip of smoothy from her eye and made her exit. “How could this day get any worse?” she thought, as her soul quietly imploded.
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Meanwhile, out on the cricket pitch, Henry was about to live his own nightmare.

The Coach had strategically placed Henry in the outfield, with the prophetic warning: “Dropped catches lose matches.”

The first ball of the first ‘over’ of the opening innings, the bowler ran to the crease and sent down a ‘googly’. The batter stepped down the wicket and swung. Crack! He hit the ball right in the middle of the bat. The ball soared in an elegant arc... directly toward Henry.

In a cross between a warning and encouragement, his teammates yelled “catch it”. Henry cupped his hands and stepped under the incoming ball. The coach’s words, “dropped catches lose matches” repeating in his head like an ‘ear worm’. The ball fell from the sky. He was perfectly positioned. This was a simple catch. A sitting duck. The ball landed in his hands, but did not stick. It bounced, from his fingers and onto the ground. Henry watched in horror as the ball rolled across the grass.

“Oh my god, what a ‘spaz’,” someone jeered as the batter scored another run. Henry’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. His pride shattered. And just when he thought things couldn’t get worse... The Teacher on duty was standing beside him on the field. “Henry Horwood?” he asked in his monotone voice. Henry gave a nod. “Please report to the principal’s office.”
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Back across the school, in a classroom in the year seven block, Scarlett was about to find herself in her own embarrassing situation.

Her classroom was abuzz with the frantic scratching of pencils, the muttered calculations of students furiously attempting to unravel a complex math puzzle on the board. 

So, if Jayden is 5 years older than Daisy, Russ is 12, Amber is 5 years older than Russ and 4 years older than Daisy, how old is Jayden?

Unlike the rest of the class, Scarlett was not focused on the problem, she was distracted by a bird sitting on the window ledge. As the teacher droned on about Daisy and Jayden and their mysteriously complicated age differences, Scarlett wondered what birds talk about. Do they ever discuss the weather? Do they comment on each other’s plumage, or where they go for holidays?

“Scarlett Horwood,” the teacher’s voice sliced through her thoughts. Scarlett snapped back to reality, doing her best to pretend she was being fully attentive to the class. “Yes?” she said with too much gusto.

“Perhaps you’d like to answer the question.” Said the Teacher, letting her annoyance take the lead. Scarlett opened her mouth. Paused. Processed. Then quickly realized she had absolutely no idea what the question was. “Uhhh...Ummm” was all that came out of Scarlett’s mouth.

The teacher scowled. “Perhaps I should ask the bird. Maybe it’s been paying more attention.” A smattering of giggles rippled through the class. “Being distracted and unaware is no way to go through life young lady” the Teacher pressed mercilessly. Scarlett’s face glowed red with embarrassment.

No one had seen the Duty Teacher with pocket protecter enter the classroom. He cleared his throat, and all heads turned to face him “I’m looking for a Scarlett Horwood,” he intoned. All her classmates pivoted back to fix their eyes on Scarlett and speculate what kind of trouble she was in this time... “Please report to the principal’s office.”
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Scarlett made her way down the corridor, past the honor boards and photos of principles past to whatever fresh abashment was awaiting her. Instead, she found Henry, still in his cricket whites, and Ella, with sticky hair. “What happened to your hair, you look deranged?” Said Scarlett trying not to laugh. “Smoothy malfunction” shrugged Ella.

Scarlett then looked at Henry, still in his sports gear, “What have you been doing?” 

“Cricket! Which is all you need to know” answered Henry.

––––––––
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With that, the door to the principal’s office burst open. Standing before them, a large, ominous woman of about fifty. Headmistress Gwenda Blackthorn moved like a ship in full sail. Her generous proportions filling the entire frame of the door. “Ella, Henry, Scarlett... Come in.” she boomed.

––––––––

[image: ]


The children swallowed with trepidation and stepped into the office. Aside from a big desk and Ikea furniture, the office was adorned with, way too many, dog photos. It was a well-known fact that Principal Blackthorn and her Bedlington Terroir, Mr. Potts, were avid dog show competitors. And any conversation involving Mr. Potts would immediately supersede all other discussion. But today, the topic of Mr. Potts would not be entered into. There was something much bigger brewing. Something that would tip the children’s world upside down.

Sitting expectantly on the orange Ikea couch were their parents. And everyone knows that an unexpected visit from your parents to school, always meant grave news. Surprised to see their parents, different versions of the same question ran through the mind of each of the children, and that question was “Am I in trouble?”

Their father looked particularly grim. But that didn’t mean much because Robert Horwood, was a barrister, whose resting expression always made you think he’d lost his keys. Their mother, Sandra, sat with her lips pursed as though she had bitten into something sour but was too polite to spit it out.

––––––––
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“Take a seat,” Principal Blackthorn said, lacing her fingers together as if about to sentence them to some horrible fate. They slid onto the couch opposite Robert and Sandra, their stomachs doing uneasy pirouettes. Principal Blackthorn studied them for a long, uncomfortable moment before speaking. “Well, I’m sure you have a lot to talk about, so I’ll leave you to it.” Then, unexpectedly, she stepped to the door. And, with that, she was gone...

––––––––
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An awkward silence filled the space. Ella blinked curiously at her parents. Henry tilted his head with a question on his lips. Scarlett simply raised her hand. Robert gestured for Scarlett to put her hand down and gave an uncomfortable smile, “Okay, I know this all seems a little strange, but...” Interrupting, Sandra sighed and chimed in. “It is very strange. But it involves your Uncle Gordon, so what do you expect.”
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