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[image: image]t was the night before Christmas, and all through the travel agency, not a suitcase was stirring.


Jonathan Mercator, however, was stirring. Specifically, he was stirring a mug of hot cocoa, his sixth that day. In between swirls of the spoon, he kept glancing at the clocks on the mantlepiece. On his friend Felicity’s recommendation, he had paid for a chimney sweep to come and unblock the fireplace so it was once again functional, but on this particular night, even though it was exceedingly cold, no fire crackled in the grate. Only the embers sat glowing, giving out almost no heat whatsoever. Jonathan’s piping-hot cocoa was therefore extremely necessary. The fact it was made with the delicious thick chocolate sauce you could only get from the confectioners’ shop in Coral City was just a bonus.


There was another mug on Jonathan’s desk, this one unused, with a clean spoon resting in it. His eyes moved from the clocks to the mug now, and he gave a sort of snorting sigh through his nose. He had hoped she would call in. But she hadn’t. He could hardly blame her, it was one of the busiest times of year for everyone with their family …


And friends, hopefully.


Jonathan took out his mobile phone, and scrolled through his meagre contact list to Felicity Hudson’s name.


Flick was on her way back from not-quite-midnight mass. They’d gone to the earlier service this year, because of Freddy. Flick didn’t mind a bit – there was nothing worse than trying to stay awake and sing carols when it was technically tomorrow.


She walked back with her dad, behind her mum and Freddy, who was in his buggy. Flick had been making an effort to be close to her dad since she’d learned the truth about his family history, and although she hadn’t ever told him why, he seemed to be enjoying having her to himself now and then.


‘I’ll be glad when we’re back in,’ he said, his breath a cloud of steam. ‘It’s colder than a brass monkey’s behind out here.’


Flick laughed dutifully. ‘I think my nose has frozen.’


‘Come here, then.’ Her dad pulled his own scarf off, and wrapped it half-around her face, and then took her hand in his, their woolly gloves sparking static as they met. ‘Soon be back. And then it’s straight to bed, to wait to see if Santa’s coming.’


Flick rolled her eyes, but didn’t comment. ‘Have you got any new year’s resolutions?’ she asked, pulling his scarf down a bit so he could hear her, and purposefully changing the subject.


‘Oh, the usual,’ her dad sighed. ‘Go to the gym a bit more, stop leaving newspapers in the bathroom, that sort of thing. What about you?’


Flick was grateful to the scarf then as it hid some of her nervous and guilty expression. Since joining The Strangeworlds Society, and spending time with Jonathan, she’d been thinking about family a lot. Whilst Jonathan had lost one parent and was missing another, Flick was lucky enough to have two parents just down the hall – and a set of grandparents not far away in Scotland. Flick’s father, on the other hand, had grown up in a children’s home, having been abandoned as a baby. Flick had assumed she would never know her grandparents on her father’s side.


It was a chance meeting in another world that had upended that idea. Only three months ago, Flick had actually met her dad’s dad. She had gained a grandfather in Tristyan Thatcher, but she could tell no one about him. Not even her own dad. It stung, particularly at times like this.


She cleared her throat. ‘I was thinking… about maybe doing some family tree research?’


He looked at her. ‘You’d have to focus on your mum’s side. Mine doesn’t go back very far, kiddo.’


He sounds upset, Flick thought. ‘I know,’ she said carefully. ‘But maybe I could… do some investigating.’


‘No, thanks.’


‘But—’


‘Flick,’ he sighed, ‘I’ve had people telling me my whole life that I ought to try and find out where I’m from. They’ve bothered me about it all – ancestor websites, DNA testing, reality TV, the lot. And I’m not interested.’


‘But it’s your—’


‘It doesn’t matter, sweetheart.’ He stopped walking, and took both of her hands in his as he looked into her eyes. For a moment, he looked as though he was about to say something very serious, but the slight frown that had been beginning between his eyebrows disappeared as quickly as it formed. ‘When you’re eighteen and you can do your own investigating, that’ll be your choice and I won’t be able to stop you,’ he said. ‘But, right now, it’s my choice. And I’m choosing not to find out. Anyway,’ he said, letting go of her and starting to walk again, ‘I’ve got all the love I need right here with you three.’


Flick’s heart gave a squeeze. She was just musing on her dad’s words when she felt her phone buzzing.


‘Who’s that at this hour?’ her dad sniffed as she got it out.


Flick made a non-committal noise to cover the jolt of her stomach as she saw the screen.




— JONATHAN MERCATOR CALLING —





Keeping Strangeworlds a secret from her parents was like carrying around a weight that got heavier every time Flick thought about it. Like the magical magnifying glass in her pocket (sewn cleverly into an eye-patch and gifted to her by the Pirate Queen), it was always with her. But she did not mention it to her parents. Beyond Strangeworlds being somewhere she went to every Saturday morning, they knew nothing about it. Except now her phone was ringing with a direct line to the place.


Jonathan never usually called. This had to mean trouble. Maybe disaster. Maybe multiversal catastrophe the likes of which had never been seen before.


‘Are you going to answer it?’ her dad prompted.


Flick reluctantly swiped the phone open. ‘Hello?’


‘Merry Christmas to you too,’ came the acidic reply. ‘Apologies if it’s inconvenient and whatnot, but can you come to the shop?’


It was clearly nothing dire, and despite the stab of annoyance, Flick felt a flush of happiness at the promise of adventure that always came with The Strangeworlds Travel Agency. ‘I dunno. It’s Christmas Eve. And it’s kind of late,’ she said pointedly.


‘I promise you’ll be a matter of moments.’


Flick glanced at her dad, who was obviously listening. ‘I’ll try,’ she said to Jonathan, and then ended the call. ‘My friend Jonathan, from the travel agency, saw me at church,’ she lied. ‘He’s got a present for me. Am I OK to call in for it?’


‘Can’t it wait, Felicity?’ Her mother, who apparently had supersonic hearing, rounded on the pavement and marched the buggy back towards them. ‘It’s the middle of the night.’


‘It’s just around the corner,’ Flick said, pointing. ‘I’ll be straight back. You can even wait here for me, if you like?’


Her dad rubbed his hands together in a deliberate acknowledgement of the cold.


‘Or I can meet you back at home?’ Flick suggested, hopefully.


Moira looked at Isaac, who was now making a big show of blowing on his hands to keep them warm, then back at her daughter. She clicked her tongue. ‘You’ve got your key?’


‘Yes. And I’ll only be one minute!’


‘You’d better be,’ she said. ‘If you’re not home in twenty of those one minutes I’ll be calling the police. Again.’


Flick started to jog down the road. ‘I’ll be there!’ she called.


‘You took your time,’ Jonathan said as she let herself into the travel agency. He was wearing his usual three-piece suit and brown Oxfords. His only acquiescence to the festive season was a painted robin on his china mug. He looked at his watch. Then gave a small smile. ‘You’ve only just made it.’


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Contents



		A Very Strangeworlds Christmas



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9781510111080.jpg





OEBPS/images/i.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SR 1 D, LAPINSKI

*
Orion





