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I have many heroes in the fictional world.
They've flown spaceships, fought in wars, discovered magical fantasy lands and ridden dragons.
But I have only two heroes in the real world.
So this is for my Mum and Dad.





Foreword

Hello and welcome to this special edition of The Baiulus Series.

If you’re a follower of Ellie’s adventures then you know she started her magical adventures in Ellie and the Rabbits, the first part of The Seren Trilogy. I never imagined the journey would bring me here so I thought I’d impart a small tale in how Baiulus was born (skip ahead if you want, I don’t mind).

While writing the second story of the trilogy I started to think what would happen after Ellie had finished her adventure. I deliberately planned for the ending to be open as the inkling of a sequel was forming.

As always the inspiration hit from Ellie herself. When we drove past a certain house…that shall remain anonymous, she would cry out “The witch’s house! Hide your eyes!” I should point out it was the house alone that provoked this reaction and not the inhabitants!

Ideas formed and ‘Ellie and the Witch’ was born, one part dark, one part comedy. The witch, being a nasty piece of work, would inflict certain plagues upon the village that only Ellie could see were supernatural in origin. I’d completed some work on it and then became completely and utterly jammed up. The dark humour I strove for just wasn’t working.

Being sat in front of a computer screen or empty pad is an awful feeling and Rachel, my wife, saw my struggle. She suggested a trip out to the beach and a cup of tea, very British. I don’t know why or how, but being out in the fresh air, even just sitting in the car inspired the formation of a secretive group known simply then as ‘Baiulus.’ Perhaps the seed was there and just needed releasing. Once that idea had settled the first book fell into place, well, sort of and rather than the story comprising one enemy I linked it to the conclusion of The Seren Trilogy with the Ellie who became stuck in the past somehow responsible for the book’s events.

The story at this point seemed to take a life of its own and Ellie’s universe expanded to encompass many other characters you’ll meet in the Baiulus series, I’m saying nothing more otherwise I’ll start shouting “SPOILERS!”

As for Ellie’s future adventures, they are well underway and not only that but an audio version of the trilogy is being produced and an illustrated companion piece to Ellie and the Rabbits is also underway.

Well, off you go. I hope you enjoy the book and I haven’t bored you too much.

 

Darren Lewis

August 2015










Book I: 
Vengeance of Shadows
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Prologue
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Ellie drummed her fingers on the edge of the desk as she gave the blank computer screen an evil glare. Summer homework was a thing of evil, but she was determined to get it done on the first day of the holidays. To make it worse, it was supposed to be an essay of all her previous summer holidays and Ellie was in a bit of a quandary. Should she actually use the truth and get into trouble for writing what seemed to be a story?

Ellie slapped her hands onto her thighs.

Right, she thought, let's just write it anyway and get this in some kind of order, from the beginning. Ellie swiveled back to the computer screen and the blinking cursor on the empty white page. Her hands went to work.

Four years ago, I met some wonderful creatures. Talking rabbits! And not only that, they were responsible for making our world spin. They were dying out though, the human race hadn't been kind to them and now the world was spinning slower and slower each day. Quite by accident, I stumbled across them and met Rox, their leader, Cast, her father and magician and Plume…well, Plume is Rox's protector and very grumpy. I offered my help and was changed into a rabbit! What a wonderful feeling; even now I can remember how the world was so different with those senses. After a pretty scary chase with a fox, we went to the warren where Rox and Plume convinced the others to let Rox use their magic and find the source of their power, and yours truly was invited along. This is where it gets even weirder. We went back in time to the birth of the world! There we met the two beings that made it spin in the first place, who Rox called The White and the Grey. After a scary few moments, they seeded the planet with the stuff to make Rox and her rabbits continue the task of keeping the world alive. Then we had to jump forward many times to gather these special rabbits and bring them to our time. Rox was exhausted, and I honestly believed she was dead. But we were successful and the world lives on, and Rox, well, she was fine.

Ellie leaned back and smiled at the scary but lovely memory of Rox opening her eyes as Ellie stroked her fur. The next memories were there but hazy, as they weren't, by all accounts, hers. Ellie blew out a breath as she prepared to type.

The old house next door harboured an amazing secret. A dragon! A young dragon named Cole. My cat introduced us in her own way and I learned all about how dragons came to be, how dragons chose their riders, Cole's mother and father and the war that was fought between jealous men and dragonkind. Cole was so sad and alone, and he asked me to be his rider! Me! Of course I said yes! Oh, the thrill of it. You cannot imagine the feeling of being bonded to a creature like this, the experience, the flying, breathing fire! Then it went wrong. We tried to find Cole's father but only succeeded in discovering dragons intent upon revenge on mankind. They took us prisoner, but fortunately for Cole and I, Rox came to the rescue and we got away. The dragons came anyway, and began destroying everything. Cole's father actually came to us and I discovered a way to make it all stop. Leave this time. Leave my family and friends behind. Travel back in time and visit the dragons, convince them to leave before they even met humans. I remember sitting astride Cole, thinking about Mum, Dad and Jack but knowing this was something I had to do. The memory ends in a flash of orange light. The fact that we're all here still means it worked, I guess. But what happened to me, or should I say the other Ellie? Are there two of us? Me and a version of me in the past?

And the last few years we've been camping. Not much fun really.

Ellie leaned back from the screen and massaged her fingers. A sadness always passed through her when her mind drifted to that other Ellie, and the sacrifice she'd made.
“I just hope she had a good life.” Ellie whispered. Ellie grabbed the mouse and clicked ‘Save’ on the computer. Hopefully this summer will be less eventful, she thought.





Beginnings
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Isabelle was sitting upon the bank of a small river fishing for dinner when a young woman from the village nearby, Clara, came slowly into view. From this distance she appeared to be struggling under some enormous burden so Isabelle quickly reached out with her mind as her mother had taught her to do.

Hard to breathe! Pain, cramp! Oh! This baby isn't going to wait much longer!

Isabelle momentarily gasped with the pain Clara was experiencing, and she reeled her mind back in. She jumped up and ran along the river bank to Clara, sending a message as she did.

Mother! We have a visitor. It's Clara, the baby is coming!

Isabelle's mother, back at their small home a short distance away, must have detected Isabelle's excitement and slight panic.

Calmly child. Bring her home and smile! You can never offer a woman in labour enough comfort.

Isabelle nodded and forced a grin onto her face as she reached the pregnant woman. Clara reached out an arm and placed it around the girl's shoulders.

“Thank you.” Clara gasped. “But let's be quick.” Isabelle nodded in firm agreement, wrapped an arm about Clara's waist and they both set off for home.

*

Isabelle winced in sympathy as she listened to Clara's cries of pain, as she paced back and forth in front of her home. Normally her mother had her holding the hands of the women who needed their help, talking to them and helping them through the pain. But today she had taken one look at Clara and ordered Isabelle out. Isabelle had argued of course that she had done this before and listening to hours of painful screams and feeling useless couldn't be worse than attending another birth. Her mother had simply pointed at the door and out Isabelle had gone.

Normally on these occasions, the men-folk of the village related to the woman giving birth would arrive a little while later. If the baby had yet to be born, Isabelle would quickly move them off a ways as she had found men to be very stupid when it came to dealing with babies being born. They would talk about nonsense and Isabelle would excuse herself very quickly. She had asked previously of her mother why not bring the father in to watch but her mother had just laughed and said they already had one baby to deal with and they didn't need another. Isabelle was shaken from her thoughts by a scream so full of pain and anguish she actually doubled over and retched.

“Mother!” She croaked. There was silence and Isabelle cast her mind inside the house. Her mother was kneeling at the side of the bed, holding a small bundle delicately to her chest. She was weeping quietly.

“Oh no.” Isabelle whispered and she leaned against the wall for support, eyes closed in sorrow. The door opened and she looked round into the tear-filled eyes of her beautiful mother. In her arms she still held the small bundle. Isabelle looked into the folds of cloth, anxious but determined to see the face of the child the world did not want. She moved closer still, within inches of the small baby, and she jumped back with a cry as the baby began to wail. Isabelle sobbed a laugh and smiled broadly, but her mother's expression did not change.

“What's wrong?” Isabelle asked. Her mother shook her head.

“Clara, she didn't survive to see her daughter.”

Isabelle placed a hand against her chest, over her heart and whispered a few words.

“Be at peace.”

Isabelle's mother reached out with her free hand and held Isabelle's chin.

“We need to leave now. Her family will be here soon.”

Isabelle frowned.

“But why? Clara's husband has a daughter.”

“I know. But Clara's husband wanted a boy and with her death while she was here, I will be blamed for that.”

“But that's stupid!” Isabelle protested. “You've helped them all for years!”

“Maybe so. But everyone likes to point a finger when things go wrong. So we leave, take the child and leave.” She paused to look over her shoulder at the still form of Clara. “Let's get this little one to say goodbye to her mother and be on our way.”

Isabelle lifted a hand and stroked the baby's head while she thought about losing her home and having to leave. The infant looked straight at Isabelle with large, blue, innocent eyes.

“Hello. I'm Isabelle.” She whispered. “Where shall we go?”

*

Isabelle eased herself to the ground and leaned back against a tree trunk. She sighed happily as the weight came off her feet. After a hasty emotional departure from their home, they had walked for days. Fortunately the weather was quite pleasant, and the baby seemed satisfied with the milk from the nanny goat they had bought from a farmer on their travels. Although Isabelle complained bitterly as they walked about the injustice that had befallen them, her mother refused to agree and had simply told her daughter.

“I will not give in to despair, young lady. There's injustice, ignorance and plain wickedness many times over in this world, but they will never be outweighed by the good.” Her mother had then sighed. “It's just that sometimes, you really have to search for it.”

So on they travelled and Isabelle complained less and less, following her mother's example of not giving in and allowing hope to hold her head higher each day on the road.

“Isabelle. Stay here with the baby, I'll be back in a few minutes.” Isabelle took the baby girl from her mother and watched her walk off quietly into the woods. Whenever they stopped to set up camp, Isabelle's mother would take a good while casting her thoughts about the land behind them to see if any people from the village had attempted to follow them. Isabelle cuddled the baby close to her chest.

“Hello, Faye. Are you hungry?” The baby had been named after Isabelle's grandmother, and sometimes Isabelle got the feeling the stares she was subjected to by this child could come from an older person. Faye blinked sleepily, blew a bubble and dozed off. Isabelle smiled and closed her eyes. She could hear the gentle breeze pushing through the leaves and branches of the woods around her, and the sound of birds chattering in an argumentative fashion as they flitted from tree to tree. The goat her mother had tied up a short distance away bleated in a worried tone, as goats often do, and Isabelle heard a deep rumbling breath from behind her! Her eyes shot open; she had never heard anything like that before! She sat completely still and held her breath, hoping that Faye would stay sleeping. Isabelle strained her ears and was aware the rumbling was coming nearer. She tried to cast her mind into the woods to discover what it was or call for her mother, but she was too anxious. Isabelle rose slowly to save from being found and waking Faye. The deep rumbling was louder now and she guessed it was very close to her tree.

Maybe it's a bear, she thought. She hugged Faye tighter, clenched her jaw and closed her eyes. Isabelle felt a warm tickle on the back of her neck and she flinched. It came again, this time accompanied by the rumble. It was breathing on her! She panicked, screamed and dashed away from the tree, the aches and pains in her feet and legs forgotten. Glancing back she saw a flash of huge, red wings. She turned forward again just in time to avoid running into a large tree, and swerved around its base straight into the arms of a stranger.

“Hey, hey, calm down. You're fine!” The stranger told her.

“No, no! You don't understand, there's a monster behind me!”

The stranger held Isabelle's shoulders and knelt down in front of her. Isabelle looked into the brown eyes of a young beautiful woman with long brown hair caught in leather thongs, wearing clothes she had never seen the like of.

“It's okay. He's my friend!”

Isabelle's mother came rushing from behind. When she caught up to them she laid her hands on Isabelle's cheeks.

“I'm so sorry. I didn't mean for you to be scared like that.” She took a breath. “This is an old friend.” She nodded towards the young woman. “And she can help us.”

The young woman smiled at Isabelle.

“Hi, my name is Ellie and he,” Ellie pointed over Isabelle's shoulder, “is my friend. You can trust him, he won't eat you.” She finished with a laugh.

Isabelle turned slowly and saw something she did not understand, or even knew existed. She looked straight into the swirling eyes of a large red dragon.

“Hello.” It said softly. “I didn't mean to scare you. My name is Cole.”

Isabelle fainted.

*

Isabelle awoke to the soft echoes of voices. A blanket had been draped over her and a fire crackled and popped a short distance away, making her feel warm and safe. In her half asleep state she drowsily reasoned that the previous three days had caught up with her and she had collapsed, causing her wild imaginings and hallucinations of dragons and strangers in odd clothing. The feeling of embarrassment, of having to put her mother through so much trouble, roused Isabelle further, but she had to admit she was glad of the rest.

Lying there she clearly heard her mother's voice and felt comforted.

“I won't come with you, Ellie. You know that. I want to live in the world, not hide away from it.”

“What about Isabelle and the baby? I've argued with you on countless occasions about the dangers of these times. The hunts, the trials and executions.” Isabelle's eyes widened as she listened. The other voice continued. “You know how much I respect you for risking the danger to help people, but you can't do this with Isabelle and the baby.”

The conversation halted for a long while, and Isabelle only heard the sound of the fire before her mother answered.

“Very well, take the baby to safety. As for Isabelle? Well, she's old enough now to choose her own path. Every village I've encountered girls of her age and younger have been apprenticed off already.”

“How is she?”

“She has my gifts. In many ways she has surpassed me already, but the talent is raw.” Isabelle's mother chuckled. “In fact she's using one of the simpler gifts at the moment. Eavesdropping!”

Isabelle cringed, her face becoming bright red as she pushed back the blanket and sat up. Her mother, and the stranger called Ellie that Isabelle had met in the woods, were sitting across the fire from each other. Isabelle cast a quick look around and saw they had taken refuge inside a cave. Ellie grinned at Isabelle who smiled back shyly.

“How are you feeling, my darling?” Her mother asked. Isabelle nodded as she pushed herself to her feet and went to sit next to the fire.

“I'm alright now.”

Ellie leaned forward and Isabelle turned to meet her gaze. She was captivated by eyes that seemed very wise and old in such a young face. Those eyes, Isabelle thought, were much like her mother's in that they had seen so much.

“I'm sorry if we scared you. Cole was scouting around to see if anyone was following you all. He can be terribly cautious.” Isabelle heard a strange sound from outside the cave and Ellie laughed. “And he says I'm too quick off the mark!” Isabelle's eyes were wide. She had still assumed the dragon hadn't been real. Ellie saw the look on the girl's face and moved around the fire to sit next to her.

“It's a shock isn't it? But yes, you saw a dragon, my dragon. His name is Cole and I'm his rider.” Ellie saw Isabelle studying the clothes she wore. “These are my riding clothes, leather for the most part, and I doubt anyone around here has seen a woman in trousers before.”

“But, but…” Isabelle spluttered, “Dragons aren't real. How, how, I mean….how?”

Ellie gave Isabelle's mother a quick look, and she nodded her consent.

“It's a long story, but we have all night.”

Ellie made herself comfortable and began her story.

*

Isabelle looked up into the night sky as Ellie finished her story. They had moved outside the cave so her mother and the baby could rest, and that they could talk without interruptions.

“What Cole and I didn't know, couldn't know is what Eridan asked the orb to do to us. We only found that out over the course of time.” Ellie prodded a finger into her chest. “Long life. Unnaturally long. We don't even know how much time we're here for.”

Isabelle noticed that Ellie had finished her sentence in a near whisper, and she tried to contemplate what it must be like to live for so long. Feeling a little uncomfortable, Isabelle changed the subject.

“An old man in the village told me that angels were looking down on us and protecting us.” Ellie looked at Isabelle and saw the girl pointing into the starry night. Ellie placed a hand on her shoulder.

“That's a nice thought. But I think the real answer is more wondrous than that.”

Isabelle moved her gaze from the stars to the profile of this strange woman.

“Tell me.” Isabelle whispered.

Ellie's eyes did not waver from the stars.

“Those points of lights are stars. They're the same as our sun, though some are bigger and some are smaller. The light can take hundreds of thousands of years to reach us.” Ellie's voice dropped to a near whisper. “My father loved to look at the stars.” Ellie coughed and smiled down at Isabelle. “We're made from the same stuff as them.”

Isabelle looked from the stars to Ellie and back again. Her head felt light as if she was drifting away. Her eyes focused on one bright star and she suddenly seemed to be racing towards it. She could see it! A large ball of white tumultuous fire, sending arcs and streamers of white fire out into the blackness. She turned and saw an immense cloud of dust and gas. Within it lights sparked and burned. Then a titanic eruption of light occurred, brighter than anything Isabelle had ever witnessed, and the dust blew away to reveal thousands upon thousands of bright stars stretching away into the black.

Isabelle gasped and dropped to her knees. Ellie quickly crouched down beside her.

“Are you okay?”

Isabelle nodded, tears of joy streaming down her cheeks at what her gift had shown her. In the distance she heard a loud padding of paws upon the forest floor and looked up to see Cole, Ellie's magnificent dragon come into view. Rather than experiencing any of her earlier fears, Isabelle's mind and body felt awash with happiness.

“May I be your friend?” she asked them both.

Ellie placed an arm around Isabelle's shoulders and raised her hand towards Cole. The dragon responded by rubbing his maw against his rider's outstretched hand. Isabelle watched as Ellie stared unspeaking at Cole, and came to the conclusion they could communicate with their minds as she did with her mother. Cole snorted and rumbled deep within his chest, though it somehow sounded a contented rumble to Isabelle. Ellie turned to her and smiled warmly.

“I think Cole and I may just be looking for an apprentice to help us in our work. Of course your mother would have to agree.”

Isabelle's heart skipped and then pulsed hard with excitement against her chest.

“I'm sure she would!” Isabelle looked over at Cole, suddenly overcome with a sense of shyness. “Would I be allowed to ride with you?”

Cole laughed, sending a few clouds of smoke into the cool air.

“I'm sure we can arrange that.” he said, and Isabelle smiled.

“Isabelle, you have to understand, and your mother knows this already so it will effect her decision, that what Cole and I do can be dangerous.”

Isabelle straightened up from her crouched position.

“I understand.”





The Old Lady
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The old lady sat at the window in her rocking chair, completely still. Anyone entering the room could've easily mistaken her for a shop mannequin, even her chest did not seem to rise and fall with the task of breathing. There was only one sign of life. Her long grey fingers gripped the arms of her chair so tight her skin appeared to be on the verge of splitting, it was under such tension.

She stared, unblinking, through the bay window beyond her front garden to the street. Three children stood on the pavement looking at her house. They were pointing and laughing. In turn they would hide their eyes and then dare each other to stare at the house for a period of time, before shielding their eyes once more. The old lady had perfect eyesight and through the laughter and screams, she could see one word being repeated again and again on the children's lips.

“Witch!”

Laughter.

“Witch!”

Screams.

“She's a witch!”

Her eyes narrowed and her mouth began to quiver with anger. The sound of cracking punctured the stillness of the house and the wood beneath her hands crumbled and fell to the floor in a dry pile of dust.

“Control.” The voice said and she tried to relax. Deep, shaking breaths helped to calm her rapid, stuttering heartbeat. She closed her eyes and tilted her face towards the ceiling.

“That's better. Too much danger out there still.” The voice cautioned. The old lady nodded and looked back down and out of the window. Three more youngsters had joined the original three on the pavement, though they were a few years older. The noises and gestures had stopped. She smiled at the intervention and then the tallest of the group turned to face her house. The old lady's mind screamed with grief and anguish.

“It's her!” She fell from her chair onto her knees, sobbing into her hands.

“No, it can't be. It's impossible.” The voice advised.

“Yes, yes, yes.” The lady babbled, with each word she rocked forwards and back. A small line of drool escaped her mouth and slowly crawled its way to her chin. The sobbing subsided as dark thoughts began to emerge. Anger, loathing, revenge.

“Please listen! The danger! They'll know we're here!” the voice tried again, but it was faint and slowly being drowned out by the crash and surge of hatefulness.

The old lady crawled across the floor and despite the blistering heat of the day, she tossed firewood and newspaper into the fireplace and lit it. With a grimace of pain she levered herself up against the chimney breast and stood in front of the flames, the orange light flickering in her grey eyes. She studied small wooden boxes that were positioned on the mantelpiece above the fire, disregarding some, nodding slightly at others. She reached up and opened three, pinching small amounts of their contents and depositing them in her left palm. When satisfied she had enough of each the old lady began mixing them with her finger, the pupils of her eyes circling with it. When done with mixing she spat upon the drab concoction, causing a small puff of dust to rise. She smiled thinly and looked into the heart of the fire. She whispered to it, and the flames began to dance. While whispering she clasped her hands together and began to work the sodden mixture until it squeezed through her fingers. Done with the mixing, she kissed the tip of each finger and pressed them against her forehead. The fire, which had danced to the old lady's words before, now seemed to reach out of the fireplace towards her. Orange and red tendrils of heat, like bolts of lightning comprised of fire, shot towards her, seething and crackling as they did so. The intense orange and red flickering showed the woman's lips moving faster and faster. The flames responded and licked against her. She offered her dirty hands to the heat and flame. The flames responded instantly, as if afraid she would snatch them away at any instant, and engulfed the old woman's hands.

The arms of her cardigan began to smoulder and char. In place of her hands were now two orange and golden balls of flame. The old woman took a deep breath, her eyes now alive with anticipation and desire, and held it. Closing her eyes, she faced the ceiling once again and opened her mouth. The fire responded instantly, writhing up her arms and shoulders, wrapping itself around her neck like a deadly scarf. The fire had moved completely from the fireplace and onto the woman. It continued slower now, sending questing tendrils of heat up her neck and then onto her face. Fingers of heat probed her mouth and finding it open, slithered in. The remaining flame followed swiftly. As the last few whipping orange flames entered her mouth the old woman closed it, sealing the heat in. Her clothes were scorched and hung loosely from her body, but her skin was unharmed. The pressure held within her body caused her to start shaking violently and the vibrations travelled around the room, causing shelves to creak and windows to rattle. The old woman lowered herself into the fireplace and placed her head upon the hot coals of the dead fire. She looked up into the darkness of the chimney and grinned tightly, expelling the fire in one titanic breath.





The girl's story
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The day before the girl found the pen in her bedroom was exactly the same as the previous one. Not in detail but in emotion, it was ruled by pain and despair.

She rose early with the pale grey light that filled the sky all day, every day, and perched on the edge of her bed. To the best of her knowledge, which was limited, she had always done so. The girl sat rigid but examined the room with anxious eyes, always seeking something. Again, she had always done so. The room itself was bare so she could think of no reason that she would do this. The bed was the only piece of furniture, and the walls were dull and lifeless. Even if they were painted a bright colour, the grey light would leech and sap it away.

The girl's searching eyes came to a stop as the distant, sad toll of a bell rang out. She reached down and without looking, slipped on her shoes. Standing, she left the room quietly and entered the hallway where she stopped beside the front door. The girl opened it but did not leave, and simply stared blankly at the grey bushes and trees in the garden. Everything was still and quiet, with not even a slight breath of wind to stir the leaves or grass. Each morning spent watching this lifeless view was another morning the girl had to resist the temptation to squeeze her hands against her ears, mash them hard against her head and scream. Anything to break the silence of the morning. But that wouldn't be allowed. She would be punished.

The dull chime returned and she took a deep breath. She stepped out of the house, closed the door and entered the grey world. As she walked slowly down the street she heard the front doors of neighbouring houses being opened. Then footsteps would thud in the stillness as people would walk to the pavement to witness her day's journey beginning. She never looked back, never met their gaze or spoke to them. That wasn't allowed.

Her mind wandered listlessly as she stared unseeing at the road before her. No one thought came to prominence as her murky mind swirled with despair, pity and sometimes anger. Many times she had focused her thoughts hard and desperately on escape as soon as she woke in the morning, but the march up the road and the day that would follow simply crushed it into nothing, as if two hands were screwing up the paper ball of her mind. So she had given in, defeated and weary. But it would not end, for whatever reason she was here crushing her mind and spirit seemed to be just the beginning.

The girl reached her destination, her body trembling and eyes wide with fear. Hands fell upon her shoulders and spun her to face the way she had come, the one road back through the village. A harness was slipped onto her shoulders and a belt cinched at her waist. Chains were attached to both and pulled backwards, causing her to stumble slightly as she was hitched to her load. The chains fell slack and the girl felt the steady tug of them hanging behind her off the ground. The bell rang again, for the final time of the day. It was a signal for her to start moving. She leaned forward, face contorted, the muscles in her shoulders, legs and stomach squeezing so tight she always feared they would rip away from her body. She moved forward an inch and then another, and she began dragging the tree trunk behind her.

*

The girl grunted and then whimpered in pain as the harness dug into her shoulders. She was leaning forward at such an angle that if the chains suddenly snapped, she would crash violently to the road, her arms and hands useless to protect her. Sweat coursed down her face, making her hair hang in limp strands before her eyes. It took too much effort to wipe the sweat away and flick her hair back. The trunk rasped down the road behind her, a few inches at a time.

All the villagers were now outside their homes to watch her torment as she made her way slowly through the village. Though surrounded, she felt totally alone. These people were observers, nothing more. She had discovered that if she gave up walking or didn't achieve her destination by nightfall, the villagers would be punished. The only resolve that glimmered in her mind happened when she passed by those houses, where nobody was standing and never would again. The girl would not fail them again. Whenever that emotion arose, no matter how brief in passing, she felt like a different person, one who was strong and capable. At these times she would imagine someone in front pulling the tree trunk along with her, but when she glanced up there was just the grey road, and pain would strip that strong person from her mind.

The day passed with trembling muscles and cries of agony as cramp encased her shoulders and legs. But on she continued, tears streaming down her face to her journey's end. As with most days the girl was unaware of when she had reached her goal, her mind a thick fog, impenetrable. She did not feel the chains and harness being unhooked. A pair of hands caught her before she collapsed to the ground and she was hoisted over someone's shoulders and carried away. Only once had she been lucid enough to look up to where she had brought the tree trunk, and she had vowed never to look again. But no matter how tired she was, the memory would reveal itself with sparkling clarity and she cried at the thought of the massive wooden pyre being constructed.

*

Something was wrong or different. It was dark and the girl was awake. Normally after being carried back home and placed in her bed, she would sleep until morning. But this time she was alert, certain that something or someone was in the room with her. She heard a small creak and held her breath, fear instantly immobilising the rest of her body. Her heart slammed so hard it gently rocked her body against the mattress. The room was silent now, but the girl remained still. The blanket started to become heavy and hot. Sweat from the fear and heat was becoming unbearable. The room was silent. Shortly the girl's breathing calmed and she flipped the blanket away from her body, sighing in relief at the cool air. The girl shook her head at this strange occurrence and eventually slipped back to sleep.

*

The pale grey light woke her this time and the girl pushed herself slowly upright, and sat on the edge of the bed. As she had countless times before her eyes scanned the room, as if seeking something. Today was they day she saw it. On the floor near her bedroom door was an object, silver in colour. She stared with hard unblinking eyes. She swore she heard a small laugh from within her mind. It was a pen, only a pen. But above it written on the wall was a message. It seemed to be in the handwriting of a young child, messy, with extended loops and lines, but readable. The girl mouthed the written words again and again. Even as the first and second bells chimed she repeated those words to herself. A small sense of resolve and determination spun through her being and she walked confidently. She knew at the end of the day she would have to stay on her feet, lest anyone see this message. All day, as the sweat poured from her head and soaked her face and clothes. As the muscles in her body screamed for release, the girl smiled grimly and repeated those words as often as she could.

The world is wrong.

*

The girl had managed to stay on her feet and pushed away the hands that made to pick her up and carry her home. She stumbled away, sobbing, not at the pain in her body but in the last few minutes she had convinced herself that this morning was a dream, or her imagination or some new cruel punishment being inflicted upon her. Reaching home she moved slowly through the house, not wanting to find out what was true but being drawn irresistibly towards it. She entered her room and fell to her knees, crying for the first time in happiness. The words were still there and she was going to make sure she found out where they came from.

Instead of sitting on the bed and the temptation of sleep, the girl sat on the floor near the wall. With a strange mixture of fear and excitement she had added a question to the wall.

Why?

And now she had an overwhelming desire to go to the toilet. Toilet? She thought. What's a toilet? She shook her head, dismissing the odd thought and leaning back against her bedroom wall. The day had taken a massive toll on her however, just like every day before, and even though she fought and fought she fell asleep.

*

The girl's head banged back against the wall, bringing her instantly awake. Darkness had fallen and confusion rang through her head as she tried to remember what she was doing. Her shoulders ached and brought her back to full consciousness. There was just enough light for her to see the wall and she gasped at the new message that had been added while she'd been sleeping.

You are not who you are.

She read again and again, her mind twisting and whirling. Sometimes she read one line and other times all of the short conversation.

The world is wrong.

Why?

You are not who you are.

Each time she expected to receive some new insight or revelation but nothing was forthcoming. Her body ached and she felt sure that deep sleep was not far away. She attempted to roll her shoulders, but cried out in pain as her right shoulder screamed at her as cramp set in. She tried to use her left hand to massage the pain away but could not move it. She couldn't even feel it. Panicked, she slowly eased her head around causing dull throbs to pass through her neck and looked at her left hand, expecting it to be gone, vanished into the grey darkness. Maybe it had detached itself, crawled off and was sitting under the bed, watching her and ready to pounce on her unawares. She snorted and shook her head gingerly at such thoughts, wondering where such a weird idea would've come from. Her left hand was there on the floor, curled around something. She became quite fascinated as she attempted to flex her fingers but saw no response. She sighed sadly, the hardships of the day were telling her body to sleep and it was obeying without asking her permission. As she wondered if another message would be waiting for her in the morning, her hand twitched and flopped and without time for her to be surprised, it jumped towards the wall.

The girl watched entranced but unafraid as her left hand began scrawling on the wall with the pen it held in its grip. This message was short and it seemed to wrench the girl's heart when finished.

Help me!

Her hand had dropped uselessly back to her side. Aches and pains forgotten, as it seemed something in this strange world was for once attempting to communicate. She gently prised the pen away with her right hand and wrote underneath the latest message.

How?

Her left hand twitched again and she passed the pen back to it. Once again it raised itself to the wall and began writing in its childish scrawl.

Prisoner! House. Help!

The girl gasped as the pen dropped to the floor. She knew what house was meant. It was the house of the bad one, the one who punished her everyday. She shook her head, afraid. Her hand came to life yet again but this time it pulled her towards her bedroom door. The girl got up and let it lead her to the hallway. She had traversed that hallway countless times, but never in the dark grey of the nights here. It was familiar and alien at the same time, as if something was ever so slightly off kilter without being apparent. It made the girl's stomach clench and scurrying fingers of fear to run across her neck, making her shiver. Her hand ignored all these feelings and kept twitching and tugging until it reached a large mirror hung on the wall. The hand lifted and lay flat against it. The girl looked in the mirror and in the dark light she saw her reflection smile at her.

*

“Don't be afraid.” The reflection told the girl.

The girl, who was quite stunned, swallowed and then answered quietly.

“Okay.” She whispered.

The reflection smiled again, and a thoughtful look crossed her face.

“You look awful, and I've been trying to get through to you for ages.” She sighed.

“Who… who are you?” the girl stammered.

“A friend, one who needs your help. I'm a prisoner at her house. You have to free me.”

The emphasis alone on `her' was enough for the girl to shake violently, as goose bumps raised and raced along every inch of her skin.

“Hey, hey.” The reflection said comfortingly. “I know how scared you are, but I'm here now and I can help.”

The girl sniffed and leaned in close to the mirror.

“How can you help, you said you were a prisoner?” She whispered.

“I know how to beat her and escape this place. But to do that I have to show you how I became her prisoner.”

The girl's mind raced. This might be a trick, but what choice did she have? She could simply take her hand away from the mirror, or at least try and then go back to her bedroom to sleep and face another day strapped into a harness. No, there was no choice, trick or not.

“What do I do?”

The girl in the mirror smiled encouragingly.

“Put your other hand on the mirror and look in my eyes.”

The girl swallowed and took a deep breath, and did as she was asked. As her right hand came into contact with the cold of the mirror the reflection's eyes began to glow. Soft at first but then brighter, until it seemed to bore into the girl's mind. There was no pain and as the glow dimmed, the girl realised she was staring at a clear blue sky and her skin was warm. A strange sense of familiarity overcame the girl, as if she had walked into a room of strangers but to her surprise, she knew everyone.

“My name is Ellie and this is what happened that awful day.”





Ellie's story
[image: ]


Ellie was standing completely still, staring out of the window at the clear blue sky. A fine sheen of sweat coated her forehead and upper lip. She took deep breaths in through her nose and then silently exhaled through pursed lips. It was decision time.

The day was absolutely scorching, without even a tiny breeze to offer the brief relief of coolness. It was so hot that nobody in the village walked the streets and no cars travelled the roads. It was silent for the most part. Children would go outside to play but the searing heat simply sucked the energy right out of them, seemingly using that stolen energy to beat down harder on any adventurous soul that went outside. Paddling pools were off limits as yet another hosepipe ban was in place, a fact that annoyed Dad as he had planned to wash the car. Even the wildlife had sought refuge in an attempt to stay out of the sun's angry glare and slept or buzzed away lazily in any shade possible.

Ice cream vans had attempted to serve people but had run out quicker than the heat could melt any icy relief. Two had actually broken down and the police were called to stop people from tossing the drivers out and serving themselves.

Yes, decision time.

Ellie and her family had sought some sort of escape in the living room. Every window was open and mum had set up a fan to blow air through the room, though it seemed to be annoying them all more than anything. The faint breeze it offered was replaced by irritation when it swept away to another part of the room. Ellie and Jack had been slumped on the sofa. At first Ellie had tried reading to him but he wasn't interested, so she had turned the television on only to discover it was too hot to pay any attention to it. Mum and Dad were sitting in chairs staring into space, red faced and grumpy. Ellie had thought that if the police had wandered over after the ice cream debacle, they would've declared it a crime scene, they were all so lifeless.

Ellie peeled herself off the sofa and headed for the kitchen, where she discovered a terrible truth. They were out of ice cream.

So decision time had arrived, go to the local shop, though she imagined that everyone else had already done this or try a friend's house and see how charitable they were feeling. As far as Ellie was concerned, either choice carried the expectation of misery coupled with the whisper of hope. Or what her parents called the government. Jack called from the living room in a weak cry.

“Ellie. Ice cream!”

Ellie rolled her eyes and blew a breath out in dramatic fashion, ready to make the ultimate sacrifice on a hot day for her sibling.

“Okay, Jack. Okay.”

*

Ellie reached the top of the hill and looked at her feet. She was surprised they didn't look like the two lumps of molten metal that they felt like. Every inch of her clothes was plastered to her skin and her bum felt like it was glued to the saddle of her bike. She came to a gliding stop and slowly, grimacing all the while, peeled her bottom off the bike. Ellie let the bike fall unceremoniously to the ground and she half walked, half waddled to a low wall while pulling her shorts away from her rear end, to sit and wait for her friends to catch up.

Ellie had tried her friend's houses and freezers but hadn't been successful, and they were just as desperate as Jack for an ice cream so her friends had volunteered, reluctantly, bravely and stupidly to accompany her to the shop. The parents had forced notes and coins on them, almost pleading for them to be successful. Ellie had backed away, grinning and making sure not to lose eye contact. Her friends arrived at the top of the hill just as Ellie was stretching her legs out, huffing and puffing, looking red-faced and miserable. Ellie raised her eyebrows at them.

“Told you it was hot.” She said in a matter-of-fact, almost smug tone.

Cerys, the youngest of the little group, muttered something under her breath about ships as she let her bike down and sat next to Ellie. Lily, the oldest of the three, stopped but did not dismount. Her face was red and sweaty also, but her eyes seemed to be fixed on something down the road. Cerys took a deep breath and spoke quietly.

“The breeze, when you're moving, is great. But when you stop, it's like being hit with a frying pan,” She paused a moment, “that's on fire,” her brow furrowed in concentration before continuing, “that is somehow hanging in the air waiting to hit you.” She sighed and put her sweaty head in her sweaty hands. Ellie screwed her face up at Cerys.

“I would say the heat's gotten to you, but you've only been riding for five minutes.” Ellie complained. Cerys turned her head without raising it.

“I'm a redhead and we don't do well in the sun.” She explained. Ellie rolled her eyes and flung her hands up in annoyance. The heat seemed to be getting to her too.

“Why didn't you bring a hat? Or sunscreen? Why did you come?”

“Wanted a Magnum, didn't I?” Cerys retorted, irritated now.

“You want to shut up!” Ellie huffed. Cerys sat upright and pushed Ellie's shoulder.

“You shut up! You and your stupid ideas! We should just go to Becky's house, she has a pool!” Cerys countered. Ellie spluttered.

“My idea? I didn't force you to come along, bumface!”

Ellie and Cerys were nose to nose at this point and each could feel the heat radiating off the other's face as they stared angrily at each other. Before the argument could progress any further, Lily spoke for the first time.

“Who's that over there?”

Ellie gave Cerys a final glare, and Cerys stuck her tongue out at Ellie before they both looked to where Lily was pointing. Ellie saw three children standing outside a small cottage everyone in the village knew very well.

When Ellie and her family had first moved to the village, the cottage in question was lovely to look at whatever the weather was doing. The garden had trimmed lush grass, rose bushes dominated the borders and a grand apple tree took pride of place in the centre of the front lawn. The house itself resembled something from a child's picture book, with beautifully carved woodwork, small white windows and a high pointed roof capped off with a tall chimney. It always looked fresh and new. The retired couple who had lived there were very proud of their house and well known to all in the village. The old man was chatty and always had a cheeky look in his eye regardless of who he was speaking to. Mum said he was always the life and soul of village council meetings, mocking those who always seemed to oppose anything new. His wife was quieter but always had a smile for everyone. Then sadly, the old man passed away and the wife sold the house, and went to live with her son and his wife.

As Ellie, Lily and Cerys walked their bikes towards the cottage and the three children, Ellie was saddened by what it had become. The new owner had moved in and did not care for the garden or the house. The grass was long and unkempt. The rose bushes were being surrounded and engulfed by weeds in military perfection. The once proud apple tree was nothing more than a skeleton of wood, its branches clawing uselessly at the sky. The house itself, though occupied for a couple of years now by the new owner, looked abandoned. Dark curtains were drawn over each window with the exception of the main window at the front of the house. The woodwork looked rotten and the house seemed ill as the paint peeled away in strips. Children and unbelievably to Ellie, some adults, started describing the cottage as the witch's cottage. Ellie had heard the stories of the witch in the village and how children would dare each other to stare at it or knock on the door and run away. This was of course performed with a lot of screaming, shouting and giggling. Ellie had to admit, if you were a witch and wanted it known, then this was how you'd let your home look.

The three children, girls that Ellie knew from school, saw Ellie and her friends approaching and they elbowed each other into silence and looked guiltily around them. Ellie walked around them, blocking their view of the house.

“Come on girls, that's enough.” She said calmly. Lily looked more annoyed and was shaking her head at the younger girls.

“Maybe you should go and apologise.” Lily suggested. The girls looked terrified, not just with coming face to face with their witch but having to admit to being mean to their victim. Ellie and Cerys nodded in agreement. Ellie turned to look at the cottage.

“Sounds like a good idea.”

“We're sorry.” One of the girls moaned mournfully. Ellie snorted.

“Not to us!”

Cerys peered over Ellie's shoulder and then pointed at the front window.

“What's that?” She asked in alarm. “Is it on fire?”

All six looked at the window and saw the flickering orange light. Then the window frame began to rattle and the glass seemed to bend outwards.

“Whoever's got their phone call 999!” Ellie cried. Each girl reached in their pockets and each shook their head.

“No signal!”

“Nothing!”

“I got a text! Oh, it's from yesterday.”

“Nice to know we're still living in the 19th century here.” Cerys added sarcastically.

Ellie looked at the sky in agitation and pointed at the three girls.

“Go to the neighbours and use their phone. Now!”

The girls scampered off and Ellie, Lily and Cerys lined up on the pavement to watch the cottage. Ellie desperately wanted to go in and help out the lady who lived there, but she knew the best thing to do was wait for the fire brigade.

“Maybe she's casting a spell?” Cerys said hopefully. Ellie and Lily turned and gave her the same withering look. “What?” Cerys asked in an injured tone and she shrugged. “Maybe she is a witch.” Ellie looked over her shoulder at the house she had sent the girls to, hoping they wouldn't be too long.

“Don't be daft. There are no such things as witches.” Lily stated.

“Perhaps she's creating fire with her hands.” And Cerys began weaving her arms and hands around. “Or maybe she's breathing it onto the fireplace rather than using matches!” She added with a grin. Lily tutted.

“Blimey, Cerys. You have some odd thoughts. There's no such thing as magic, and nothing can breathe fire! Right, Ellie?” Lily nudged Ellie with her elbow.

“Ummmm.” Ellie said, not sure what to say. Luckily for Ellie, before Lily pestered her anymore the orange glow disappeared.

“That's it, she's finished now. We'll all have boils and warts on our noses by the end of the day.” Cerys said smugly.

“Cerys!” Ellie and Lily chastised their friend. Cerys smiled and was about to reply when a rumbling noise came from the cottage.

“What now?” asked Lily.

Ellie was uneasy now. Her spine tingled and despite the oppressive heat of the day she now felt cold. Goose bumps rose on her arms and she rubbed them while staring at the cottage.

“I think that noise is coming from the chimney.” Cerys said. The chimney pot was wobbling a little and the tiles were starting to vibrate, clacking and snapping as they did so.

“Uhhh, girls.” Ellie said nervously. Unable to take their eyes from the ever-increasingly wobbly and noisy chimney, Lily and Cerys turned their heads towards Ellie. “I think Cerys might be right!” Lily's eyes snapped around to Ellie with a look of incredulity.

“Really, Ellie? You know there's no such thing as a witch.” Lily's voice was cut off by a massive thunderclap emanating from the chimney, making the three girls cry out in shock. A dark, roiling cloud shot out from the cottage like a geyser of water, erupting at great speed accompanied by a fantastically loud hum. Each girl craned their neck backwards to watch its ascent.

Ellie felt a sharp pinch on her neck and looked back down. In the window she could see the old lady watching them. She grinned at Ellie and pointed upwards. Ellie raised her eyes again. The dark cloud had flattened out and was now spreading sideways like a thundercloud. Wider and wider, blocking out the sun and blue sky, casting the village into an early twilight. The temperature dropped incredibly quickly and the girls shivered. The cloud continued expanding for a few more seconds and came to a halt, but it did not stop humming. The three friends were huddled close together. Not one of them moving, they simply waited for what would happen next. They did not have to wait for long. The cloud shifted again, sending columns of black swirling tendrils towards the girls and the rest of the village, the humming noise increasing the lower they came. Ellie grabbed Cerys's and Lily's arms and spun them to face her.

“We have to go now!”

All three grabbed their bikes and looked over their shoulders. One black column was heading straight for them. As it moved closer it seemed to be undulating, changing size. Parts of it would detach before being lost again in the swirling mass. It took Ellie a few seconds to realise what she was seeing and she turned to her two friends in horror.

“Down the hill! As fast as you can! It's a massive swarm of wasps!”

The girls started pedalling away from the questing, writhing column and away from the witch.

*

Hair streaming behind them, the girls pedalled furiously. They had ridden down this hill plenty of times on their bikes, but never this fast. All thoughts of cars and traffic and riding safely were lost as they tried to outrun the advancing swarm.

The sound of the bike chains whizzing around blended with the terrible noise behind them and Ellie's legs trembled, not with exertion but fear. She took a quick look at her friends and saw the terror on their faces. Ellie had been chased by a fox who had wanted dinner, but there was something much more horrid about this. The fox had been alone and Ellie had outsmarted him, but how do you outthink thousands of wasps? A quick image flashed in her mind of playing in the garden and having a wasp fly past your ear. That quick rush of fear and cold that would make your skin crawl on the hottest of days. She hated wasps. A tiny part of Ellie wanted her to slow down and let the chase be over, and the thought made her stomach flip. She risked a look over her shoulder and saw the pulsating mass reaching for them. She thought of her family, Lily, Cerys and knew she would never simply give in. Goose bumps ran all over her body but not in fear this time, as a new bolt of adrenaline surged through her body. Ellie turned back round and in grim determination pedalled faster, an idea forming in her head.

“Come on! Faster! We need to get to Becky's house!” She shouted at her friends. They nodded, faces red and eyes wide with fear. Ellie pushed forward and took position in front of them, and bent herself even lower on the bike.

“Come on, come on.” She whispered.

*

Jack was outside, wearing what mummy called the world's biggest sun hat and what Ellie called a circus tent, watering the plants with Daddy. Daddy was moaning again about something called a hosepipe ban. Jack didn't have a clue what that was but knew it had something to do with why his paddling pool was dry and dusty. A few flies were perched on the edge of the pool, as if they were also wondering where the water had gone as they needed a dip too. Jack had pointed this out to Daddy who then tried to convince his son that he could see very small towels and a parasol. Jack squinted into the blue sky and heard the sound of a lawnmower starting up. Daddy huffed and faced Jack.

“How in the name of all that's holy can he do that in this heat? He'll melt! They won't find him, just a big puddle in the grass.” Daddy pursed his lips. “Maybe we can use him to water the plants.” Jack giggled. Daddy had some silly ideas. Another neighbour started his lawnmower and Jack saw Daddy frown. “That's odd. Why are they so loud?” Daddy turned on the spot to where the noise seemed to be coming from and Jack did the same. Jack stumbled backwards and fell down. He heard quick footsteps and was lifted up to Daddy's chest. They ran into the house and Daddy started shouting.

“Close all the doors and windows right now!”

Jack began sobbing at what he had seen and his Daddy shouting. Mummy came rushing from upstairs.

“What? What's going on?” She asked, her face mirroring her concern. Jack looked at his Mummy while daddy explained.

“There's a huge swarm of bees or wasps out there, and they're heading this way!”

*

The hill had been left behind and their speed was dropping. The sound of the wasps was that of a thousand snarling motorbikes in the girl's ears.

“One more street.” She panted.

They had all ridden longer and harder than this before, but the warm day had been replaced by energy sapping cold. During the ride they had seen people coming out of their houses to see what had happened to the sunny day, only to hear their muffled screams as they saw the cloud. Lily and Cerys wanted to stop and find safety inside someone's house but Ellie had kept them going, hoping with each turn of the pedal that her idea would be safer than hiding in a house while those things tried to get in.

A sharp turn to the right caused them all to brake, allowing the wasps closer. Each girl raised themselves off their seats and pedalled hard, swinging the bike from side to side to build up speed as fast as possible. The house Ellie sought was just up ahead and on their left. A long gravel driveway led around the back of the house to the garden. Becky liked to show off about what her parents had built there, and as the girls swung into the driveway Ellie realised that a little showing off at school could be responsible for saving them.

The gravel cracked and popped as their tyres sped along the drive. There were no cars in their way so they had a clear run. Ellie risked another look over her shoulder and saw the wasps were too close for them to stop when they reached their goal. Ellie could see individual wasps now and saw they were large and with a wingspan easily as big as her hand. They had awful, grotesque, bulging eyes that nature had not taken a hand in creating. There were also three distinct forks protruding from the main mass, one for each of the girls.

“When we get round the corner, don't stop!” Ellie ordered. Cerys and Lily whimpered, the noise lost in the tumult around them. Ellie knew they were both calling for help in their minds, from their parents, from anyone. She knew because she was doing the same. But help wasn't coming, they were on their own.

*

Jack watched Mummy and Daddy race around the house, closing all the windows and doors. Still they could hear the dreadful droning from outside. Once that was done, Daddy called to Mummy.

“Get the tape and come to the hallway!”

Mummy appeared from the kitchen. She closed the door behind her and took Jack while handing him the tape. He ran to the front door and started tearing off strips, one for the letterbox and four more around the edges. He then started on the inside doors. Eyes wide Mummy asked.

“Do you really think it's that bad?”

Daddy shook his head as he continued to seal up the house.

“I don't know.” He replied. “But I'd rather look foolish and be wrong than do nothing and be right”

“What about Ewwy?” Jack asked in a small voice, fright making him resort to using the first name he had called his sister.

Daddy paused at the kitchen door, turned and tore off a strip of tape while smiling.

“Don't you worry, little guy. Your sister's smarter than a flying kazoo.”

*

Shooting around the corner of the house and into the garden Ellie saw what she hoped would save them, Becky's swimming pool and just as important, her snorkelling equipment.

“Just ride into it!” She yelled.

“You're mad, Ellie!” Cerys shouted, but pedalled just as hard as before. Ellie checked on Lily and saw to her horror that her friend had fallen behind. Lily's face was white and her lips quivered in fear. The last thing Ellie saw was the abject fear in Lily's eyes and her hand reaching out towards her friends in front of her for help as the wasps surrounded her. Ellie cried out in despair, her heart felt like it had been wrenched out of her body for failing her friend with this plan. She faced forward, putting on a burst of speed to catch up to Cerys. Side by side again, the girls spurred each other on. The hum was so loud now it was painful. It was like being in a garage with your ear pressed up against the bonnet of a revving car. They reached the concrete apron of the pool with a small bump. A wasp burst forward on Cerys' right side, making her wobble and lose a touch of speed. Ellie was now slightly ahead and saw a few wasps from the corner of her eye, keeping pace but not moving in. More and more surrounded Cerys, who tried to pedal harder. Then one landed on her hand, making her scream. She tried to slap it away but in doing so, lost control of the bike and the front wheel angled sharply to the right. Cerys started to pitch forward and put her hands out towards the concrete and the inevitable painful crash. Halfway through the fall the wasps surrounded Cerys and snatched her away before she had a chance to hit the ground. Ellie stopped pedalling and coasted while loosening her grip on the handlebars. The bike launched from the edge of the concrete apron surrounding the pool and it travelled in a short arc towards the water. Ellie let go of the bike and let her momentum take her out further into the pool. The wasps closed in and consumed the bike. Time seemed to slow for her and Ellie felt sure this would allow the wasps to encircle and carry her away. Ellie landed with a great splash in the centre of the swimming pool.

*

The inside of the house was darker than night. No light at all came from outside, wasps covered every pane of glass in the doors and windows. The constant droning seemed to vibrate every brick inside every wall. The house was sweltering from the thousands of wasps engulfing the walls and roof. If anybody was standing outside the house, all they would see was a large crawling mass. Not one centimetre of brick, glass or tile was free of a wasp's body.

Jack, along with Mummy and Daddy, was standing in the upstairs hallway. Despite the heat Mummy had put Jack's earmuffs on him in an attempt to muffle the buzzing from outside. Daddy had also taped up the windows and doors upstairs, except for the one leading to their bedroom. The only place not sealed was the attic, the tape had run out. Daddy was waving a torch around, forever sweeping it along the floors, doors and ceiling, searching for a breach that the wasps could use to enter. They had heard the wasps battering at the living room door after coming down the chimney, and Daddy was worried about the attic as there were plenty of ways to get in up there.

“What are we going to do?” Mummy asked, wanting to whisper but almost having to shout.

“Go to our bathroom and run a bath, and turn the shower on.” Daddy replied. Mummy thought for a moment and then smiled.

“Not just a pretty face, are you?” she said and handed Jack to Daddy. Daddy lifted one side of Jack's earmuffs.

“Wasps hate water.” He told him.

*

Ellie dragged herself out of the pool and lay curled up on the concrete, breathing heavily. After splashing down in the pool Ellie had quickly swum underwater to where she had seen then mask and snorkel. In a desperate gamble she had lunged out of the water and made a frantic grab for them. Whether the wasps were now ignoring her as they had closed around the bike or she was too quick for them, she was successful. Ellie had ducked back under the surface and breathed using the snorkel. Wasps by the hundreds, it seemed, had simply flown straight into the water, the speed they had been flying at making it impossible for them to avoid the collision. Rather than thrash about and drown the wasps had simply exploded into dust on contact with the water. The grey remains floated on the surface and Ellie kicked away underwater to avoid the gloop falling down the snorkel. A short time later the black tendril had retreated back to the sky and Ellie had very slowly broken the water's surface for a quick look, and confirmed they had left.

Lying soaking wet on the pool's edge, Ellie thought about her friends being taken away and then started to worry about her family. Another chilling idea entered her mind. The black cloud was still there. The wasps might be able to see her and come back. She squished her way to the rear of the house to find the doors locked, but Becky's family had a gazebo so she quickly made her way under it to avoid being seen by prying eyes. She sat down cross-legged in the centre of the large tent and held her head in her hands. She had to make sure her family were safe and find Lily and Cerys, though she was pretty sure about where they had been taken. Then there was the village itself. The cloud hadn't just been directed at the three girls, but everyone. Ellie needed a plan, some camouflage and maybe a telephone.

*

“Police, fire or ambulance?”

“Uhhh, all of them. No, okay, fire!”

“Hello, what is…”

“Please help! The school is on fire!”

“Can I take…”

“Just get here now! it's out of control and coming my way!”

Ellie replaced the handset and rested her head briefly on the inside wall of the phone box. She had thought about saying the church was on fire, but concluded there was plenty of retribution in the sky at the moment so she wasn't going to take the chance.

Getting to the phone box had strangely not been too much of a problem. Ellie had taken a large parasol from Becky's garden and held it above her head. She hadn't been sure how successful it was going to be as it was quite colourful, and three times she had encountered questing swirls of wasps, but none of them had shown any interest in her, not yet anyway. While the simple deception lasted, she planned to do as much as possible.

Apart from the constant drone from the sky, all was quiet. No one was outside, they were either hiding or had fallen victim to the wasps and, Ellie thought with some difficulty, the witch. Ellie had some experience with magic but hadn't considered since she was a young girl that people could really perform magic. Stories of witches, warlocks and magic had been just that, stories. With one part of an uncertain plan in place, Ellie knew she couldn't face this witch alone. She didn't have a clue how to do that so with a very bright and cheery parasol slung over her shoulder, Ellie headed for home.

*

Ellie was disgusted by what she saw. Her house and several neighbouring ones had been engulfed by the wasps. Each large black mass was probing, feeling for any weaknesses in the structure in an attempt to get to the people inside. If Ellie had any doubts remaining that this was just a massive swarm acting strangely, they were put to rest as she watched from her hiding place in the bushes as a long column of wasps rose from the roof of her house and then came smashing down like a living battering ram onto the tiles.

Ellie could see there was no way inside. The garage was clear though, and Dad always kept the side door unlocked, his reasoning being that a thief might one day be tempted to steal all of Mum's stuff and he could park the car in there. It wasn't the safest place, if there was one, as the wasps could easily get in, but if she could just get inside she just might be able to fight back.

As there was no way to sneak past the house to the garage door, Ellie held the parasol horizontally to block as much of her body from view to the wasps on the house and set off slowly down the driveway. The urge to run was almost overwhelming and if the wasps saw her and gave chase, Ellie wasn't sure she could release the parasol she was holding it that tight. Several wasps detached from the house and flew in front and buzzed around her head, nearly making her scream. Ellie clenched her teeth so hard her jaw began to ache very quickly, but the wasps ignored her. Another wasp zipped by her ear this time making her stop completely, otherwise she would have yelled out; her cheeks actually blew out but she clenched her lips tight together to stop the scream from escaping. Her skin crawled and it felt like a thousand of these ugly creatures were walking all over her. The wasp tried to make its way back to the house but flew into the inner part of the parasol. It batted against it a few times as if puzzled as to where this obstruction had come from. Rather than try again, it decided to land on the white pole Ellie was holding and started crawling towards her hand.

Ellie thought it impossible but she managed to grip the parasol even tighter, half expecting that the wasp could hear the grinding of her teeth over the drone of its collective. The wasp crawled to within an inch of her hand and Ellie whimpered, repulsed by the glistening, pulsing black body of this unnatural insect. The wasp placed a leg onto Ellie's hand and she flinched. It was freezing cold! The wasp jumped backwards and began hovering. Ellie could see the wings were sharp and literally sliced through the air, a physical encounter with those could lead to serious injury and she quickly thought of her two friends carried off by these creatures. The wasp hovered close to Ellie's chest and turned those awful, green, multifaceted eyes at Ellie. She was covered in a cold sweat, her hands ached and she knew she would scream and run sooner rather than later if the wasp did not go away. The wasp bobbed closer, it's over-large, gross antennae twitching at her face. Ellie couldn't help her reaction; she leaned away. The insect seemed to cock its head and curled its body up to bring the ugly barbed stinger to bear, a drop of yellow liquid appearing at the tip. A voice emanated deep from the wasp's body.

“Hello, Ellie.” And then it laughed. It was the witch.

*

When the roof had started thumping and shaking, Jack, Mummy and Daddy had moved to the bathroom. Mummy had already filled the bath and the shower was running. Jack was crying softly into Mummy's shoulder after flinging the ear muffs away. The noise wouldn't stop, it was dark and too hot! Daddy told Mummy and Jack to get in the shower when the wasps broke in, as Jack would not be able to hold his breath in the bath. Daddy grabbed them and held them close.

“I love you both.” He whispered.

*

Ellie let go of the scream she'd been holding back and fell backwards as the wasp moved in to sting her. As she stumbled, the metal bar of the parasol swung and by good fortune smacked the wasp, sending it hurtling towards the fence where it hit with a satisfying crunch. The jolt from landing on her backside seemed to catapult Ellie straight up and with a growl born of fear and anger she launched herself at the garage, all pretence at sneaking forgotten. Wasps detached from the house and gave chase. Fortunately for Ellie, it was a short chase as she skidded on the gravel and swung her body in through the garage door, slamming it shut behind her. She allowed herself a massive shiver and one exclamation of “Yuck!” before heading to Dad's workbench.

*

The wasps were in the attic and had started pummelling the ceilings below. Daddy kept his torch on a lengthening crack in the bedroom, it wouldn't hold for too much longer. He had stripped the duvet off the bed and placed it in the bath, and the sheets were over the curtain rail of the shower. He hoped they would protect them from these very single-minded wasps.

*

Ellie had found the piece of equipment she'd been looking for and attached it to the tap in the garage. Dad's plan of using it on the car earlier had been brought short.

The wasps were battering at the one dirty window, the side door she had come in and the large metal one. The amount of force with which they could hurl themselves at doors and windows was unbelievable.

Ellie turned the tap on and waited in the dark. It wouldn't take them long to get in.

*

The pressure from above was too much and a small part of the ceiling in the bedroom collapsed in a cloud of dust, followed immediately by a black swarm. Dad swung his torch away with a look of disgust and fear. He closed the door to the bedroom. As it was an old house, the door didn't fit properly into the frame anymore so he stuffed a sodden towel along the bottom of the door.

“Okay, in you go. Try and keep that sheet up and wet!” Dad instructed Mum as he pushed them into the shower. He kissed them both and they stepped under the water. He pulled the shower curtain closed. The curtain pulled he flipped the wet sheet over the rail, creating a second barrier for the attacking wasps to breach. He shook his head, how was he supposed to protect his family against something like this? And where was Ellie?

*

A fist of wasps punched their way through the door Ellie had entered, and they flooded in. They took their time however, surveying the darkness and finally locating the girl crouched in one corner of the cluttered space. A small ball of wasps surged forward and then flattened to form the shape of a face, the face of the old woman, the face of the witch. It began speaking, but the lips did not move.

“You've led me quite a chase, but now it's done. I've always wondered what it would be like to see you again, and for your friends' sake that had better be sooner rather than later.”

Ellie stood up, wondering at the mind behind this and how it thought they knew her.

“Have you hurt my friends?” Ellie asked.

“Not yet.” The wasp face replied. “But I most certainly will if you don't come to me, it's your choice.”

Ellie nodded.

“I understand.” She paused and said a silent apology to her friends, if she could get her parents and Jack to safety then afterwards she would do anything to help Lily and Cerys but she would not leave her family at the mercy of the witch. “This is my choice!”

Ellie brought up a long plastic gun she had been hiding behind her in the dark. She stamped her foot on a machine nearby and it whirred into life, creating a sound not unlike that of the wasps. Ellie squeezed the trigger of Dad's high pressure washer and sprayed a jet of water that cut like a knife into the witch's wasp face.

*

The wasps had forced their way past the water soaked towel and into the bathroom. Dad was already in the bath and only his head remained above water. He heard Jack scream in terror and he shouted to try and divert their attention. It worked and the wasps immediately changed course and dived towards the bath. He took a deep breath and went under.

*

Ellie traipsed through the wet mud left behind after hosing the wasps in the garage down. They had exploded like dusty fireworks as she marched towards the door and outside. With a look of anger she started spraying the wasps enveloping the house. Explosions went off by the hundreds, the dust quickly mixing with the water to create a layer of black mud covering the house. Wasps tried to reach her but Ellie's aim was good. Whether through a lack of control or the loss of too many wasps, the area began clearing. Ellie aimed high at a hole in the roof and condemned any wasps remaining in there to a muddy grave.

*

“They gone! They gone!” Jack laughed in his toddler speech.

Dad struggled out of the bath and slipped on the muddy mess of the bathroom floor. He whipped the sheet and curtain away from the shower and saw the same mess in there. He pulled his son and wife to him, and they hugged fiercely. Then the three of them heard a wonderful noise from outside.

“Mum! Dad! Where the hell are you?”

“Ellie!” All three of them shouted at once.

“Watch your language, young lady!” Mum added with a huge, relieved grin.

*

When the happy tears of reuniting the family had dried up, Ellie, Jack, Mum and Dad went into Jack's room to trade stories of the last couple of hours, Dad still didn't want to risk of going back downstairs to the living room because of the chimney.

“A witch? Seriously, Ellie I thought you had more sense.” Mum complained. Ellie lifted her hands in frustration.

“Well, how else would you explain that?” She said pointing to the dark sky full of wasps covering the village. “And this?” She indicated the house. Mum huffed and rocked Jack back and forth on her lap. Ellie looked at her Dad who hadn't said much at all. He was sitting on the floor near the window with his chin in his hands.

“Dad?” Ellie said softly.

He shook his head a little to clear it and sat up straight. He took a deep breath and looked out of Jack's bedroom window.

“I've never seen anything like that before, nor heard of it.” He raised his eyebrows. “And I've never seen wasps explode on contact with water either.”

“We should just let the police handle it as Ellie has already called them, honey.” Mum advised.

“To be fair,” Dad responded, “I don't think being a witch is an arrestable offence.”

“Oh ha ha.” Mum said sarcastically. “So the two of you are going to march up there? And then what?”

“Oh, I don't know. They used to burn witches, didn't they?” Dad said. Mum sighed.

“No, they used to burn innocent women, accused of being witches by idiots!”

“But what about Lily and Cerys?” Ellie pleaded.

“All the more reason to wait for the po….” Before Mum could finish there was a knock at the window. They all jumped and spun to face the window. Outside was George, the little boy from across the street. Mum gasped and turned Jack's face away so he couldn't see the boy. Red tears streamed down his cheeks from blood-red eyes, it ran down his chin and stained the front of his t-shirt.

“You either come to me or I'll force you to come to me. Consider this a polite request.” The boy disappeared straight down. Dad turned to Mum and gestured towards the window, not only indicating the possession of the child but the fact that Jack's room was situated upstairs. She sighed and stroked Jack's hair.

“Okay, she's a witch.”

*

“Isn't that just marvellous?” Dad asked ironically. “A supernatural attack on the village and we've still got the internet.” He looked at his phone. “No signal as per usual.”

Dad and Mum had made a dash downstairs and retrieved some food, drink, mobile phones and the laptop. Ellie was sitting on Jack's bed with her brother on her lap. He had crawled there, put his head on his big sister's shoulder and amazingly fell asleep. With a huff of frustration Dad closed the lid of the computer.

“Well, the fire service, police and ambulances are all on the edge of the village. Local news are streaming the video through the `net and talking about how global warming is affecting wasp swarms. I've sent a message through to the news sites about using water, but who knows if they'll listen?” He sighed and rubbed his eyes “I don't know what I thought would be useful on there. I searched under `defeating a witch' and got back just over one million results plus a link to a new washing powder.” He looked at Ellie from where he was sitting on the floor, guarding the door. “What does she want with you?” he asked quietly. Ellie simply shook her head at him. Mum, who was sitting on the floor next to the bed, reached out and held Ellie's hand.

“We'll think of something, darling.” Mum told her. Jack squirmed and looked up sleepily at Ellie.

“I need a wee.”

*

“You both okay in there?” Mum asked through the bathroom door. “Make sure Jack washes his hands.”

“Yes, Mum.” Ellie replied without thinking. Ellie was currently nose to nose with the bathroom door. Jack had refused to go to the toilet alone and to be honest, no one blamed him. “How you doing back there, mister?” Ellie asked.

“Okay, Ewee.” Ellie smiled sadly at Jack's name for her before he could pronounce it properly. It also annoyed her that he would be scared enough to use it. Ellie heard him finish up and flush the toilet, and as she was about to turn around to face him he let out an awful scream. She spun and saw him standing at the sink. His body was shaking in fear, eyes wide as he stared at the creature on his hand.

The door burst open and Mum and Dad charged in, both shouting.

“What? What?”

They all looked at Jack and Mum sobbed, though she immediately covered her mouth, not wanting to upset her son any further. Dad walked slowly to Jack and then gently guided him to the toilet seat and sat him down. The single surviving wasp turned to face the three of them, its stinger poised to strike down into Jack's hand. The voice of the witch emanated from the wasp's body.

“This is my second polite request. There will not be another. Come now or lose the boy. I think I know how you'll choose this time.”

*

Ellie ran and ran. Part of her was amazed she had any energy left at all. The rest of her mind fluctuated between fear for Jack and burning rage. There was no choice at all; she had to come. She thought of hugging Mum and Dad as she left the house and their fear and anger at what was happening, and their inability to help. When Mum had held her close she had whispered in Ellie's ear.

“Whatever it takes, protect your brother.” She had then held Ellie away at arms' length and given her the most serious look Ellie had ever seen from her mother. “Whatever it takes.” She repeated.

Thinking of it brought tears to her eyes and she felt her chest ache, and the desire to turn around, run home and throw herself into her parent's arms. But Jack needed her, her parents needed her.

Ellie reached the top of the hill for the second time that day and leaned on her knees, gasping for breath. She could see what the witch had been doing with her wasps and the rest of the village. From the wall of the witch's house and out into the street were all the neighbours and villagers from close by. All were standing still and staring at the floor. At the very front of the crowd were Lily and Cerys. Ellie came upright and walked slowly towards her two friends the witch had taken only a short time ago.
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