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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


TIME KNOT


Time Knot is a fast-paced, time-slip novel, a sequel to Morison’s debut, Time Sphere.


A most clever tale, unwrapping the notion that ‘Gods created time that mankind could be free…to choose as their minds decided,’ Time Knot is a humorous, yet thought-provoking read.


The story opens with a prophecy:


‘You must go both North and South. Find the fire before you find the ice. Trust the drum, it knows the dance of time. You are the dance and the dancer.’


And so it starts, the latest adventure of Rhory, The Red King, dodging bullets, arrows, and disbelief from his big sister, Juliette. Time-travelling to sixteenth century Sweden, where he embarks on crystal boat ride in turquoise waters, and sleigh-chases over a frozen lake, guided only by the yellow, crescent moon and the stars, Rhory leaves behind himself only footsteps in the snow.


Simultaneously, he ‘lands’ in modern-day Alexandria, at first, unaware of those on his trail.


“ ‘BEWARE,’ whispered the soundless voice. A voice older than Alexandria. A voice older than Egypt,” denoting a slip back to Alexandria in the year 380 CE for Rhory (and a timely move for this book aimed at the YA market) offering up for the reader a rich, poetic insight into the legend of the true Goddess Isis.


Enriched by the scent of ancient sandalwood and the timeless Northern lights, this tale of alchemy stretches the imagination into what could be, and warns of the possible repercussions of misplaced personal possessions!


I’m already pondering the next instalment.


Helen Noble, author of The 49th Day


Time Knot is an excitingly non-stop adventure story, and Mr Morison has developed a literary style that brings the reader four-square into the exploits of the teenage protagonist Rhory as he pursues, and in turn is pursued, through time and space in his efforts to save the priceless wisdom of ancient Alexandria.


The book is a more than worthy successor to Time Sphere but it can most certainly be read alone.


Time Knot is aimed at a Young Adult market and it strikes exactly the right balance between fantasy and historical accuracy, neither condescending to the reader nor expecting too much of her either. Rhory encounters unexpected twists and turns in a dizzying helter skelter through time and space, and so will the reader. It is a lot of fun!


Philip Duke, author of A Terrible Unrest


M.C. Morison’s Time Sphere left me anxious for the sequel. Time Knot is that sequel and it more than lives up to the action, mystery, and humor of the first book in the Timepathway Series. Rhory remains a lively and likeable hero and his adventures never fail to enthrall.


Jan Krause Greene, author of I Call Myself Earth Girl


The fast pace of this ingenious and skillfully woven story leads it’s hero, Rhory, and the reader on an emotional roller coaster through time. A tale in which, Rhory, a modern day, somewhat naive, teenager is inextricably caught up in a battle between the forces of good and sinister perpetrators of evil. The action takes place concurrently in worlds as extreme as present day England, Alexandria in BC Egypt and the snow-covered countryside of sixteenth-century Sweden.


Time Knot is a fascinating, page-turner of an adventure aimed at the young adult, but equally enjoyable for anyone.


Veryan Williams-Wynn, author of The Spirit Trap
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Return to the Well


England – about now


Juliette stepped in front of me, her arms wide apart, blocking my path.


“Rhory. No. You can’t expect me to believe that. It defies science and it defies common sense. I don’t know why you’re saying these things.”


Behind her the trees of Hammerford Park writhed and rustled in the chill wind. We stood facing each other midway between the bandstand and the old oak. Juliette is my favourite sister. Correction. Juliette is my only sister. Seventeen, brighter than a super-nova and prettier than your average celeb, she remained my older sister and thus terminally irritating.


I tried to explain for the umpteenth time: “But it’s true. I can only tell you what I experienced. I wasn’t going to share this with you because I knew you wouldn’t get it. But you insisted. ‘Tell me the truth,’ you said. ‘No, I’ll understand,’ you said. So I did. And you don’t.”


“Would you honestly expect any sane person to believe that under our stupid old bandstand there is an ancient temple?” She pointed at the structure with the green finger of her rainbow-coloured gloves. “And if it is there, which it isn’t, but if it is there, that you’re the only one who knows about it?”


Juliette turned to face the bandstand, as though expecting me to produce an old temple like a rabbit out of a hat. Her dark hair blew around her face and she pulled her multicoloured woolly hat lower.


“I never said I was the only one who knows about it. It’s marked on an old map that Natasha and I found at the Town Hall, and I think that an ancient secret society—”


“You can stop right there.” Jules spun back and poked me in the chest. “Save me the ridiculousness of ancient secret societies. You’ve always had a vivid imagination. In many ways it’s quite cute. But now you’re going too far.”


“Look, Jules, like it or not, there’s a tunnel running from the old well in the Wild Wood.” I pointed in the general direction beyond the swimming pool enclosure. “And it comes out into the temple. The temple then opens into the storage area under the bandstand. Jeez…” irritation buzzed through me, “…I walked it only a few weeks ago.”


“Okay. The joke’s gone on long enough. I don’t even know why I’ve come with you.” She thrust her hands into the pockets of her coat. “Frankly, you’re making me complicit in your stupid fantasies. You’ll be a laughing stock if you tell anyone else. Do you want that?”


“Bleeding heck, just come and look. It’ll only take us a few minutes to get to the well, then you can see.” I pulled on her arm. “It’s quite possible to spot where the tunnel sets off near the metal rungs that go down towards the water. You can even go down and try it yourself.”


My sister snorted at that suggestion. We set off in silence under a dark-grey and somewhat threatening sky.


Juliette looked up. “That’s all I need. To get soaked while on a wild goose chase.”


I glanced over towards the old oak. Its shape had definitely changed since the lightning struck, the night I found the temple. I’d pretty much avoided the park since then and had pretty much avoided thinking through all the implications. I hadn’t shared that I’d travelled through time to a crucial moment in world history and prevented a human sacrifice. I hadn’t even told Juliette that bit. I’d mentioned that I’d found an old temple beneath the bandstand and how this had helped me connect with the young Egyptian priestess.


A few minutes later we were by the fence that separated the path encircling Hammerford Park from the briars and brambles beyond. Dad had named this bit, with its years of old leaves and fallen branches, the Wild Wood. Last autumn, I’d climbed over with a mate and we’d found an old well hidden amongst the bushes.


The metal fence came up to my chin. I cupped my hands for Juliette’s foot to help her climb over and then followed, landing with a crash on leaf-mould and old twigs. Juliette slipped off her small backpack. She extracted a powerful torch and one of Dad’s paint-stained screwdrivers.


“So, where is it then?”


“Just over here.”


I led the way in, and pulled back some ferns and a spiky branch from a hawthorn bush.


I looked in horror. The whole top of the well had changed. The wooden lid had entirely gone.


“Ha!” said Juliette. “Ha bloody ha. Now you’re going to tell me you slipped through six inches of concrete! Just like some teenage priestess slipped through several thousand years of time.”


“It wasn’t like this … I mean, just a few weeks ago. It had an old wooden top, held with a few rusty screws. Nat and I unscrewed it and—”


“Spare me, Rhory, spare me. Are you seriously going to tell me that someone just happens to have come along and sealed the top of the well since you went down it? I mean look around.” She kicked at some leaves with her foot. “Can you see where a cement mixer sat? Can you see footprints from workmen? Just confess I’ve caught you in a lie and be man enough to admit it.”


I felt sick and a little dizzy. The top of the well was completely sealed by concrete that looked like it had been there for months, if not years. I knelt down and poked around the edge of the brickwork. Something glinted. I eased it out from where it had been half buried. A long rusty screw, with its head partially sheared. The sheared part still sparkled with clean metal. This had to be the screw I’d broken when my cousin Natasha and I opened up the well-top some weeks earlier.


“Look, Jules…” I said. Then I stopped talking; I’d caught a glimpse of a man’s face watching us through the fence, further round the path. Because I was kneeling, he hadn’t seen that I could spot him.


“Can we help you?” I shouted. The face vanished.


Juliette swung round to me, the screwdriver in her hand.


“Who are you talking to?”


“Some guy’s watching us.”


“Yeah, okay, pull the other one, Rhory. No one in their right mind would be out in the park with a sky as dark as this.” Juliette looked around, keeping tight hold of the screwdriver. “Come on, let’s go. You’ve been caught out, my dear brother, admit it.”


“No, I won’t admit anything of the sort. You can ask Natasha. She was here, remember?”


Juliette just shook her head, and put the screwdriver in the backpack. I strode over and took it out again.


“Look. I’m going to prove it.”










Vandalism


I crunched across to the metal railings and yanked myself over.


“Oh thanks very much,” said Juliette, from the far side of the fence.


She went through the necessary contortions to put the backpack on. I checked up and down the path but couldn’t see anyone. Perhaps I’d imagined the face? No. A man had been staring at us.


I ground my teeth and hunched my shoulders as I marched past the Hammerford Baths and up the slope towards the bandstand. I would show Juliette the trapdoor. It led down to the temple. In fact, if she had the courage, we would both go down and explore. I stopped and looked around. Juliette rounded the corner of the swimming pool enclosure about fifty metres behind me. The periphery of the park brooded in gloom, and if anyone was standing in the shadows I wouldn’t be able to see them in the half light. I’d a distinct sense someone was watching us. A spot of rain glistened on the sleeve of my jacket. I pulled my scarf tighter around my neck to keep out the chill and marched towards the bandstand once more.


“Bloody hell, Rhory, you’ve vandalised it.”


Juliette pointed at the old door to the storeroom beneath the bandstand. The wood around the lock had splintered where I’d forced it with the screwdriver.


“Look, Jules, just look. The lock on the door is brand new. Isn’t it one coincidence too many that the door has a new lock and someone’s capped the well, all within six or seven weeks of my using them?”


Juliette frowned: perhaps at the logic of my argument. More likely she disapproved of breaking into the storage room.


I scraped the door across the tarmac and held out my hand.


“Give me the torch and I’ll show you the trap door.”


Juliette opened up her backpack once more and drew out the torch. She looked towards the council offices where most of the windows were lit up. Then she surveyed the path beyond the swings and sandpit. We were alone, as far as we could see.


“Come on, let’s be quick, I don’t fancy coming up before a magistrate just because you can’t tell fantasy from reality.”


I ignored that jibe, switched on the torch and flashed the beam around inside. It looked all wrong. It smelt all wrong. Once more I felt like throwing up or smashing something precious. The floor had changed and the storage room reeked of adhesive. Someone had covered the whole area in thick linoleum, with a yellow and brown pattern. The deck chairs stood in neat piles over to the right. Straight ahead, where the trapdoor had been – the trapdoor I had used – the linoleum extended unbroken. Without a sharp knife there would be no way to get to the trapdoor, and without wrecking the whole floor there would be no way to find it.


I came out and kicked the door.


“Ouch.”


Juliette took the torch and looked inside.


“We’d better get out of here before someone sees us.” Juliette pushed the door back but it stuck six inches short of closing. “God, Rhory, you’ve bent the hinges.” She giggled.


“I don’t think so.” I held the edge of the door, pulled upwards and kicked it closed at the same time. It slammed home; but splintered wood around the lock remained as evidence of our visit.


Juliette held my eyes for some moments, biting her bottom lip. She shrugged. “C’mon, Bro. We both need a cup of tea.”


The man leaned against the wall of the office building at the corner of Suffolk Road. He’d followed the two youngsters back from the park. The kids hadn’t spotted him this time. He reached into an inside pocket of his moss-green military-style coat and took out a bulky mobile phone. Across the road three girls came out of the newsagents and their indistinct voices carried over to him. The girls shared sweets as they dodged puddles reflecting the lit windows of the library. A slight drizzle left small glistening droplets on the man’s cropped hair.


“Your intel was spot on,” said the man into the phone. “They went to both the well and the bandstand at the time you specified.” He listened for a moment and nodded. “The sister’s a bit of all right.” A squawk came from the speaker. “Okay, just sayin’. She’s fit and I know where he lives. Do you want me to stiff the lad? It’d be easy to do now I know his house.”


He concentrated on the answer, his forehead creased, and then closed down the phone. A car with dipped headlights approached Suffolk Road signalling to turn in. The man pulled up his collar and headed for the main road, keeping his face in the shadows.










Hospital Visit


“Will she die, Dad?” I asked, as we turned into the hospital car park.


“We all die, Rhory,” my dad responded, “and she’s had a good innings. But for the moment she’s just quite ill, so we’ll have to hope for the best.”


We paid for a parking ticket, parked eventually and located the main entrance to the hospital. The lifts, with brainless graffiti, were off to the right.


“Aunt Bridget doesn’t have a private room, but she’s not on a big ward either. So there’ll be other women in the room. Remember not to stare.”


“Oh, Dad!” I responded, as the lift whisked us up towards the fourth floor. “She asked to see me though?”


“Yes. She made a point of it when she talked to Uncle Adam. He called and said she wanted to see both of us if we could make it.”


We walked down a long corridor with wards on either side, looking for the correct room. An aroma, like that from our medical cabinet at home, wafted around. My right shoe squeaked each time I stepped on the rubberised floor. I stopped and looked in turn at the soles of both shoes. They appeared identical.


“Come on, Rhory, stop faffing around.”


When we went in I thought Dad had made a mistake. I couldn’t see Aunt Bridget. One woman sat up in bed watching the TV. She had on a bright pink top that clashed with her orange-coloured hair. One massive lady faced away from us. The third couldn’t have been much older than Juliette and had her eyes closed with her iPod earphones blotting out the world. I looked more carefully at number four by the window. She looked back, her face gaunt, lined, and framed with grey hair that spilled all over her pillow. Above her, a bag of clear fluid connected to her thin arm through a plastic tube. She nodded.


“Hello, Bridget,” said my dad. “We’ve brought the statutory grapes. I hope you like them.”


“Well if I don’t, Angus, the nurses certainly do.” She smiled slightly. “And –” she pointed towards the teenage girl, with her head nodding in time to a silent beat – “I’ve friends here who eat all my extras.” She caught my gaze. “Hello, Rhory. Good of you to come. I know visiting poorly relatives isn’t the nicest way to spend your Sunday.”


“Hello, Auntie,” I mumbled, unsure how to talk to a sick great aunt. “How are you?” My gut tensed at the stupidity of my question.


Aunt Bridget smiled. “Oh you know, comme ci, comme ça. Now why don’t you sit at the end of the bed … and Angus –” she extended a thin finger – “you take this chair after pulling the curtains around us a bit. Let’s pretend at least that we have privacy.”


Auntie and Dad caught up on family news. I stood up and peered through the metal frame window. Opposite, the white building needed a lick of paint over its rusty stains. In the quadrangle below people walked around in dressing gowns. Some smoked.


I reflected on what had happened the day before, and who it was who’d sealed off the old temple. I felt a complete prune having sworn I could show Juliette where the temple was and failing so miserably.


“You’re in a dream, Rhory.”


“Oh, sorry, Auntie.” I looked around and couldn’t see my dad anywhere.


“I sent your dad on an errand. Ciggies and another Sunday paper. I’ve already read this one from page one to page one hundred.” She indicated the mangled heap of newspaper on the floor by the wall. She dropped her voice. “Rhory, basically I needed some time alone with you. Come, dear, sit down.”


I nodded, not knowing quite what to say.


“Move a bit closer so I don’t have to shout,” she said, and I eased my way further up the bed. “That’s better.”


She leaned forward, grimacing and reaching out to touch my cheek with her finger. Her pale eyes held mine. “You’re a good boy. A brave boy. I know much of what you’ve done, or rather …” She cleared her throat, and taking a beige plastic beaker from the side cabinet, took a sip of water. “Or rather, I’ve seen what you’ve done.”


She must have clocked my puzzlement.


“Rhory, as I approach my own death things that were once hidden have become clear.” She smiled once more and nodded a few times. “You, more than most, will know that death is largely illusory. And you, now, must know that time operates quite differently from the way most people believe.” She coughed and her eyes watered. I passed her the cup of water. “In my own way I’ve been able to follow parts of your adventure. Sometimes I’ve had vivid dreams and sometimes I’ve been on great voyages myself. My death, which is coming quite soon now, is only another part of the journey.”


A sob rose up from nowhere and my eyes filled with tears.


“Now, Rhory, we don’t have time for sentimentality. Listen carefully. You will go to my house and collect your ancestor’s journal, the one I told you about. It will be okay for you to read it, now that you are underway, as it were. You may have to get parts translated because I guess you don’t speak ancient Greek, even though you’ve been to ancient Greece.” She chuckled at her own joke and started to cough again. I poured more water from a jug by the bed into the beaker. Dad’s car keys lay on the bedside cabinet.


“Thanks, dear. Now, where was I? Oh yes. Look, we need to cut a few corners. I don’t know if this will work but we’ll see. Before your dad comes back.”


She handed me the plastic cup and I placed it by the jug.


“Here, hold both of my hands,” said my aunt.


She moved her left arm with care, holding the drip tube with her right hand to prevent it snagging on anything. She stretched out both her thin hands, with their veins and brown splodges. I held them in mine and felt the bones under the paper-thin skin.


“Close your eyes, Rhory, dear.”


At first nothing happened at all. The faint noise from the iPod continued and a murmuring that might have been the TV on an imperfect mute. Outside a nurse called to a colleague. When the silence descended it fell like a thick soft blanket. I floated in a dark space, full of light that I couldn’t see. I moved forward as though someone pulled my arms.


A fragrance, like one of Natasha’s joss sticks, filled the air. Warm hands now held mine. The darkness shifted, and I looked into the clear blue eyes of a dark-haired woman. She sat in a large wooden chair and I stood just in front. Her blue cloak carried the embroidered device of a grey feather on her shoulder. Katesch: the Priestess of the Feather. I’d met her before when I’d slipped into Egypt of so long ago.


‘Welcome back, Red King.’ She smiled more with her eyes than her mouth. ‘You’ve done well, but your initiation has only just started. Your faith will be tested. Remain resolute Rhor-Rhee. We all have to walk the Path alone. Such is the way of Thoth, which we have chosen.’


I nodded. I’d no idea what she meant.


‘You will come to know what these words mean. Ponder them deeply.’


I’d forgotten that Katesch didn’t speak with her lips but with her mind; I could hear her thoughts and she could hear mine.


‘Listen well.’ Her eyes became a more intense blue and her hands quivered in mine. ‘You must go both North and South. Find the Fire before you find the Ice. Trust the drum, it knows the Dance of Time. You are the Dance and the Dancer.’


She watched me for an age and then drew a breath. The image shattered like a dropped mirror, and I opened my eyes to find Aunt Bridget coughing and struggling to breathe.


I passed the cup to her but her hands were shaking so much she spilled most of the water on the bedspread. I wondered if I should call a nurse and started to get up. She caught my hand and shook her head. I poured more water and held the thin plastic cup to her lips. She managed a sip and nodded, once more bringing her breath under control.


“There’s another thing, Rhory, one more message. I could hear it but it wasn’t spoken. The priestess wanted to tell you to avoid the copper mirror. It holds great danger for you.”


“I couldn’t get an Observer,” said Dad, appearing between the curtains. “They’d sold out, so I picked up The Independent. I hope that’s okay.” He handed them over, showing Aunt Bridget the cigarettes and matches hidden in one of the colour supplements.


She nodded and croaked a “Thank you, dear,” and winked. “Now you’d better go. It’s a long drive back to Hammerford and I expect Rhory has school tomorrow.”


After the goodbyes, and another welling up of tears, I squeaked my way back down the long hospital corridor with Dad. When we reached the lift he patted his pockets and said, “Bother.” I told him I’d seen his keys on the bedside table.


“You stay here, Rhory. Your shoe’s breaking the sound barrier. I won’t be a sec.”










The Boy in Quickly Lane


We turned off the motorway at the sign for Chorley Wood, swapping six lanes of M25 madness for the tiny tree-lined lanes running through farmland. Dad had been quiet for most of the journey. He’d talked a bit about Aunt Bridget but otherwise had been deep in thought. A couple of times he’d sniffed and sighed.


The vision with the priestess Katesch filled my mind. Go both North and South. Find the Fire before you find the Ice. Her words reverberated, although I’d no idea what to make of them.


“She’s a grand old bird, is Bridget,” Dad said as we turned right into Quickly Lane. “She wants us to check that Jiminy is being fed okay, and to see to any mail that may have arrived.” Dad tapped the driving wheel. “You know, there’s something she wanted me to tell you.” He flashed me a smile. “A senior moment I’m afraid, son … comes to us all. But it will pop back into my mind, I’m sure.”


Cars lined both sides of the road. Music blared nearby – the thump, thump of the bass rising above the noise of our engine. Dad drew up in the road a little way past Bridget’s house. “You go in and look for Jiminy. Leave the door on the latch and I’ll follow you when I’ve found a place to park. Seems someone’s having a big party. I’ll only be a few minutes. Hurry now, we don’t want to be back too late for Mum.”


I walked up the road and found the right number. I hovered by the garden gate, appreciating the music. It sounded African, perhaps West African. I love the music from that part of the world, especially the rhythms of the drums. I couldn’t tell if the music was live, but I jiggled my fingers in time to the rippling beats. I can always remember beats once I’ve heard them.


Bridget’s front garden, just into March, had a lot of colour. A boy nestled between two bushes gave me a start. He’d a grey face, hair and arms, and held a basin full of water. I smiled at my jumpiness when I remembered the birds taking a bath in his basin in the summer.


The key turned and the front door glided open easier than ours did at home. I fixed the latch so Dad could slip in, and put the house keys on the hall table. The door to Auntie’s sitting room stood ajar, and I could see the Toby Jug on top of the piano. Beyond the piano, in the corner of the room, stood the cylindrical wooden drinks cabinet. Amazing what you can do with a commode. Bridget had shown me on my last visit where a secret drawer held our ancestor’s journal. I’d collect that later. She’d tucked the key to the small lock in the Toby Jug.


I walked past the stairs and down the dim passageway to the kitchen at the back of the house. I scanned the room for Jiminy, Auntie’s ginger and white longhaired cat. His food and water bowls both had food and water. He wasn’t going to starve.


Outside, in the back garden, the music pounded away. The leaden sky lent a dull greyness to everything. I wandered along the central path, between flowerbeds full of tall blooms, calling for Jiminy. The huge tree at the back part of the garden swayed in the wind; I’d always enjoyed climbing trees, and this great spruce or whatever it was gave a grand view over the adjoining gardens. Auntie had screwed a metal rod about half a metre up the main trunk. It meant I could hoist myself to the lowest branch without too much difficulty. I would climb up, see if I could spot the cat, and wait for Dad.


In the middle of the tree, storm damage had thinned the main limbs. I had to stretch to climb and trust my weight on some pencil-thin minor branches. I positioned myself near the top and waited, enjoying the dusty resin-like smell. I’d climbed quite a bit higher than the window of the main bedroom and could almost see right into the loft window set into the roof. Dad walked past that window, so he must have parked really quickly. I hollered to him.


The figure moved back. It wasn’t Dad at all. Someone else had entered the house: perhaps a burglar. The man approached the window, keeping to the side. He looked down into the garden and moments later, straight across at me. I’d seen him before. But where? He stepped back and vanished.


My heart pounded and I found it hard to breathe. I gripped a branch and reached into my inside pocket for my mobile. I struggled to switch it on, using just one hand. My fingers made sweaty marks on the screen. I looped my arm around the branch enabling me, just about, to use both hands on the phone. It slipped and fell. I kicked out with my foot and trapped the phone between my shoe and the trunk. I could feel it edging downwards. Freeing both hands I wobbled on the branch and squatted down, pinning the phone with my fingers. Bile stung my mouth as I punched 999.


“Hello,” said a calm female voice, “what service do you require?”


“Police, I need the police, there is—”


“Just a moment I’ll connect you.”


A click and a long pause with no stupid music, and then a man asked, “What’s your name and what address are you calling from?”


I gave both and explained that a burglar was actually in my aunt’s house, robbing it as I spoke and could he please send a policeman, or maybe two, as the man was big.


“Yes, sir, there is a squad car on its way now. Where exactly are you, sir?”


I repeated the address.


“Yes, sir, I understand that, but where are you in the house? Can you lock the door?”


“I’m up a tree, the big tree in the back garden.”


“This is not a joke is it, young man? There will be a lot of trouble for me and you if it’s a joke, but, frankly, more trouble for you as we have your mobile number on our screen.”


“No, it’s not a joke. I’m up a tree looking for my auntie’s cat. She’s in hospital and we, that’s my dad and me, we—”


“Okay, son, I believe you, no one could make all that up. You and your dad just remain calm and the police will be with you in a jiffy.”


At that point either he hung up or I lost the connection. The back door opened wider and the man stepped out. Only I recognised him now. I’d seen him when Juliette and I were examining the well in Hammerford Park. What on earth was he up to in Auntie’s house?


He wore dark jeans and a dark-green coat with military-style shoulder thingies. He had a beret on his head angled over his cropped hair. He strode up the garden path towards the tree. He didn’t look up at me, but fiddled with something dark. He stopped and his hands made a sliding motion. Oh Jeez, oh God, he’s got a gun…


The branches of the tree gave me cover, though probably not from a bullet. I sat on a stout limb and pressed myself against the trunk. The man moved forward, looking up through the foliage. My brown leather jacket matched the dark-brown of the bark, and within the canopy of the fir tree I sat in relative dimness. Perhaps he wouldn’t find me. In the distance I heard a police siren.


The man ducked under the lowest branches looking up, his face an indistinct blur. Then he fiddled with the gun as though screwing something onto it.










Up the Fir Tree


The music from the party changed and launched into a song I recognised. I pressed myself closer to the trunk, the rough bark biting into my face and sick fear radiating all through me. A branch cracked and the man below grunted. He was climbing.


Noise ripped through the upper branches and a cloud of tiny twigs and pine needles erupted and pattered down. Jeez-Louise, he’s shot at me! I threw my phone straight down and heard it ricochet off something and then a grunt. I peered over. The man rubbed his face, his gun with its over-long barrel waving all over the place. Bull’s eye!


He looked up, saw me looking down, saluted me with his gun barrel and offered a stiff grin. He’d climbed to where the branches thinned and he spread his legs between two insubstantial supports. His whole body swayed but his hand became steady. I watched mesmerised as the gun barrel became a single black dot.


The streak of white and ginger appearing from nowhere threw the man off his aim. He lost his footing as Jiminy, uttering a screeching yowl, used the man to descend the tree the easy way. The burglar fell through the lower branches and landed with an audible thump on the ground. The police siren joined the cat’s screeching as it drew up near the house.


The man searched all over for his gun. Found it. Pointed it up at me. Pointed it down and fiddled with it. Blue flashing lights illumined the fascia boards of neighbours’ houses.


A voice spoke over an intercom. Without looking back, the gunman sprinted away from the tree straight for the fence at the end of the garden. I heard a splash as he tried, and failed, to vault the shallow fishpond. I pivoted right round and could see him astride the wooden fence, which bucked back and forth under his weight. Then he’d gone. I climbed down and emerged from the cover of the tree just as my dad came out into the garden.


“Rhory!” he shouted.


“Stand right there, sir, if you don’t mind,” said the policeman.


Dad swung round. “What’s happened, officer? Why are you here?”


“We’re the law, sir, and we were called out about an incident. Now just stand still, sir, and I won’t have to use this.” The copper held out a truncheon.


“This is my aunt’s house,” said Dad, his voice much higher and a bit more quivery than usual.


I ran up at that point. “That’s my dad,” I said to the copper.


A second, older policeman came out into the back garden.


“So, is the burglar still in the house?”


“What burglar?” said my dad.


“Didn’t you phone the police, sir?” asked the older of the two policemen.


“I did. I saw the man. He was up there.” I pointed above my head to the attic bedroom. “And I was up there.” I said, indicating the topmost part of the tree. It now reached sky high, disappearing into the murk of the overcast evening.


“Okay,” said the older policeman, “search the house.”


“No.” I said. “He’s gone now. It’s all right. He ran past and went over the back fence.”


“Did he harm you?” asked the younger man.


“No. No, not really.”


I could see no point saying he’d shot at me with a gun fitted with a silencer. They wouldn’t believe me. It would be like dealing with Juliette all over again.


Why on earth was this man following me and then trying to shoot me at the top of a tree? Even I found that hard to explain. But I knew it had to do with the people who wanted to stop me and the others. The people who wanted to control time for their own ends.


“Sarge,” said a female voice from within the kitchen, “it does look like there’s been a robbery. Someone’s searched through this house methodically, starting at the top. All the drawers are open and stuffs on the floor.” A young policewoman came out and offered us a “Good evening.”


“Hmm,” grunted the sergeant, “seems like you were lucky to be up the tree, young man. PC Templeton here will take a statement, and perhaps you, sir, can give a statement to PC Fleming.” Dad nodded.


When PC Templeton had finished with me, I went back to the tree to rescue my phone. It lay by the base informing me I’d one text message. This proved to be from the police service saying I’d called them. The carpet of tiny twigs on the ground had saved both my phone and my would-be assassin’s neck.


I slipped back into the house. Dad was still talking to the police in the dining room. I returned to the sitting room across the hall, and up-ended the Toby Jug. Nothing came out except one desiccated fly. I shook the jug but it held no key.


I flopped onto the settee feeling as though every elastic band in my body had snapped all at once. The commode loomed in the corner, with its hidden drawer locked. My ancestor’s journal, that surely must explain what was happening to me, lay tucked away inside.


“Come on, Rhory, we need to go. I’ve spoken to your mum and explained we’ll be quite late.”


I levered myself out of the chair.


“Go to the bathroom and clean yourself up. You’re absolutely filthy. I’ve no idea why you felt the need to climb the tree. Mind you –” Dad paused and scratched his head – “it stopped you confronting a professional burglar, which I expect is a good thing.”


About three hours later we were nearly home. We’d stopped and had a quick fry-up at a Little Chef restaurant and told the girls at home to eat without us. A road sign said Hammerford four Miles.


“Ah. I’ve remembered,” said Dad, grinning and nodding. “Yep, it always comes back in time. I’ve remembered what Aunt Bridget wanted me to tell you, though why, I’ve no idea. Can you explain why?”


“Explain what, Dad? You’ve not told me anything yet.”


“Oh, right. Well, when I went back to get the keys, she told me various things. She said I was to say to you to look carefully at the boy in the front garden and that you would know what she meant. I think maybe her mind was beginning to wander at that point. Perhaps one of the neighbours has a little boy or something.”


“Thanks, Dad. I’ll think about that, see if I can work out what she meant.”


I knew exactly what she meant. If my forgetful and dozy dad had told me before we went to Quickly Lane, I would’ve found the key which she’d obviously decided to hide outside. Bridget could also move through time a bit and maybe foresaw the robbery. She’d hidden the key in a less obvious place, under the statue in the front garden. If I’d found the key I could now have my ancestor’s journal and might get more of a clue how to proceed and why people were trying to kill me.


“Can we go back to Auntie’s house, Dad?”


“What? Why on earth would you want to go back? To climb more trees? Well, clearly not tonight.” Dad paused and sighed.


“But if she doesn’t make it out of hospital then some of us will have to go and tidy the house up, so there may be a chance.”


A few minutes later Mum and Juliette were demanding all the details about my narrow squeak with the burglar.










The Bishop’s Car


Rain splished and splattered on my brolly as I strode towards school. Dad had left early for a meeting and Mum drove Juliette as usual, as her school lay on the way to Mum’s work. I drew the short straw and had to brave the elements. The knot hadn’t left my stomach since yesterday. Someone had tried to kill me or at the very least use me for target practice. The same someone – the man in the dark-green coat – had followed Juliette and me to the well.


At breakfast Mum had asked if I was okay.


“Look, you’re shaking,” Juliette had said.


“I always shake a bit,” I responded, “we all do on Mum’s side of things. So do you for that matter, Jules.”


“Yeah, but not like a leaf.”


“You’re a bit pale,” said Mum. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to just stay at home, treasure? I’ll call the school and tell them.”


“No. I’m just tired after yesterday. I’ll be okay. I can go to bed early tonight.”


Now I regretted being quite so goody-two shoes. I could be curled up under the duvet watching TV on Juliette’s new iPad. Instead my shoes had already let in a few gallons of water, and the bottoms of my trousers were damp. Cold rain blew straight into my face and every car that went past might carry an assassin.


What would’ve happened if I had told the police the truth? Would they have believed me? The older copper seemed nice enough, but PC Templeton had been keen to get a short statement and leave. She only wanted a description of the man, and where I’d seen him in the house. I doubted she would’ve wished to explore my thoughts about secret societies wanting to control the destinies of nations and the flow of time. She’d accepted he was a burglar, and that was good enough. Burglars burgle, they don’t serve ancient gods. There is nowhere in the police manual for that type of person.


I stopped near the roundabout by Hammerford station. Puke rose right up the back of my throat. My heart raced and the streets around me spun slowly. I sat on the low wall of one of the houses that overlook the park. A car drew to a halt and the smoked window lowered. The driver beeped a couple of times on the horn. This is it. Now he’ll shoot again. The back window lowered revealing a pale face with a mass of curly brown hair.


“Hey, Rhory, d’ya wanna lift?”


One of my classmates. Bishop.


I struggled up, feeling somewhat dizzy, and squidged over the wet grass to the car. Bishop’s dad leaned across and opened the passenger door.


“Hi, Bishop. Hi, Mr… Oh sorry,” I corrected myself. “Hello, Charles, hello, Mr Bishop. Hello…”


“Caroline,” said Charles, “my sister.”


“Hi, Caroline,” I said to a girl similar to Charles, with longer brown hair, large brown doe eyes and full lips.


“Hello, Rhory,” she said. “I know all about you, by the way.”


“Oh. How? I didn’t realise I was…” I trailed off, still too shaky for banter with a pretty girl. I fiddled with the umbrella, getting rainwater all over my hands.


“I’m a friend of Natasha’s. She’s told me all about you. I saw you in the school play last year. You were great as the cow.”


She was winding me up.


“At least I didn’t have to learn any lines.”


“You all right?” said Mr Bishop. “You look about all in. I could run you home if you’re ill, provided you don’t live too far away.”


“That’s kind of you, Mr Bishop, but I need to go to school and I’ll be fine.” My stomach had settled somewhat and the reality of the risk to my life had receded a bit. When we left the car at Scrivener’s School and crossed the road, Caroline lowered her window and waved with her her fingertips I felt sick all over again but this time I smiled.


As I entered the classroom, Calvin came over and said, “Hey, Brucie.”


I nodded. I didn’t like Calvin. His close-cropped hair and arched eyebrows, set in a narrow face, fitted his mean spirit.


He walked behind me as I made my way to my desk, the grin on the face of a couple of the other lads showing me he was mimicking my walk. I dropped my bag and turned. He reached up and swiped his arm around my neck, getting me into a headlock.


“Oh, bloody leave off, Calvin,” I said.


He strengthened his grip and spots appeared in front of my eyes.


“Let go.” I struggled to free myself and banged into a couple of desks.


“You’re just a long streak of piss, Brucie, Brucie baby.”


I felt queasy about hitting him or punching him in the tender parts. Being so much taller I would appear the aggressor if a teacher saw us fighting.


He let go.


“Settle down, settle down.” Mr Hawksley strode into the room. He looked over to the desks and chairs all out of neat alignment. “Straighten those up, boys. I have to teach in here after assembly. This is the eight Blue classroom, isn’t it?”


“Yes, sir,” said one of those who had been happily watching Calvin throttle me. “Are you teaching us instead of Mr Twitford?”


“Yes. Instead of Mr Twighford,” said Hawksley, correcting the way we pronounced the student teacher’s name.


That night at tea, family Bruce discussed the Easter holidays.


“It falls early this year,” said Dad, “so the snow should still be good.”


“I want to ski in France,” said Juliette. “I could do with polishing my French.”


“The food’s good there,” said Mum. “Better than Croatia, that’s for sure.”


“I want to go where I can do freestyle jumping,” I said.


“Any of the good French resorts have jumps,” said Juliette, buttering the final crumpet.


I adored skiing and could do some passable acrobatics. I’d learned to back-flip the previous winter, and loved the sensation. Oddly, although I hated cross-country running, I really enjoyed cross-country skiing too. We’d done a lot of that in Norway in previous years. The steady rhythm of it and the silence of the forests appealed to me. Juliette preferred the thrill of fast downhill runs.


Dad offered to do more research on the internet, and we would decide tomorrow to make sure we booked in time.


“You’re a bloody geek you are,” Calvin said, his finger in Charles Bishop’s face.


“Leave me alone, Calvin, you brainless moron,” said Bishop, turning away.


“Who you calling names?”


Calvin shoved Bishop, who dropped the textbooks he was carrying onto the damp playground. Bishop didn’t respond but bent down to pick up his books. Calvin used the sole of his foot to propel Bishop onto his face. As keen on fights as dogs are on bones, students of all years started forming a circle. Morning break meant boredom; this looked interesting.


Bishop stood up, looked at the mud and water on his trousers and a tear in his pocket and went for Calvin, fists flying. He landed a glancing blow. Calvin, his face contorting into a snarl, kneed Bishop in the groin and, as he stumbled, got him in a headlock. The circle of wide-eyed boys started chanting, “Fight. Fight.”


I’d had enough of Calvin’s bullying ways and swung my arm around Calvin’s neck.


“Let him go, Calvin,” I snarled in his ear.


“That’s enough,” barked a voice. Dyer, the head prefect, had appeared from nowhere, the way prefects do. “We’ll not have fights in the playground. Bruce, Calvin, Bishop, see me in the Prefects’ Room. Now!”










Lucian


I had history with Dyer. I’d been instrumental in helping him catch a drug-pushing ring at the school in the Christmas Term. Nevertheless, I felt nervy as we waited in the dim corridor outside the Prefects’ Room. The door opened and we were ushered in, the smell of stale sports kit wafting from the cupboard to our right.


“You were caught fair and square,” said Dyer. “Any reason I shouldn’t send you to the Old Man?”


Many reasons flitted through my mind, not least the inevitable letter sent home and a period of detention on a Saturday morning.


Pete Sheldon, one of Dyer’s rugby-playing friends, cracked his knuckles one by one, looking at each of us in turn as he did so.


“A thousand lines each should do the trick,” he suggested. “Something like ‘I shall not be a prat and fight like that.’ ” He gave his index finger a final pull.


A blond-haired boy with a prefect’s tie turned round from the table by the window. He held cards from a UNO game in his hand. He had the sort of good looks that would make George Clooney look lame. His blue eyes crinkled into a smile.


“Let’s be creative,” he said. “Let’s have some fun. They can write a short essay, two sides of A4, at least 600 words, ending with the phrase … and that’s how a stick of rhubarb saved my life.”


The other prefects chortled and agreed.


As we headed back towards class, Calvin peeled off towards the loos.


“Thanks, mate,” said Bishop. “Sorry to get you into this.”


“No probs. By the way, who was the blond-haired prefect? Is he new?”


“Been around for a bit. Think he joined this year. He’s caused quite a stir in the Girls’ School, according to Caroline.”


Juliette stared into the middle distance, smiling at something or other.


“What are you so pleased with yourself about?” I asked.


“Me? Oh nothing,” she said, putting her tea down and stretching, cat-like. “Did the parents’ division come up with ideas for the skiing holiday this Easter? I’d like to check out possibilities on the Internet.”


“Dad’s picking up some brochures today,” said Mum. “We need to decide with reasonable alacrity, so we don’t miss out.”


My mum’s English is always a little surprising, as she learnt it at school in Norway.


“Can I buy new ski pants, Mum? My old ones are far too small now,” I said.


Mum’s mouth tightened and she offered something halfway between a nod and a quiver of the head. “Let’s get the booking first.”


I stood up. “I don’t have any homework tonight so I’m off to Bongo Bongo land.” I didn’t admit I had a damn fool essay to write for the Lucian git.


Up in the bedroom I sat cross-legged on the floor with the bongo drums nestled on my lap. I’d dashed off the punishment essay about a drummer who lost his sticks on the way to a gig, but who passed a patch of rhubarb. I put in plenty of long words and knew it would sound funny when we read it out in the prefects’ room the next day.


I did a few riffs on the drums. Jester, my shadow and my cat, had followed me in and was contorting himself on my bed to clean distant parts of his anatomy. Juliette walked past my room and closed my door none too gently.


I thought back to the African music I’d heard at Aunt Bridget’s house and started tapping out the main rhythms with my index fingers. I closed my eyes and let the beats flow from my memory, using the pads of my fingers to produce the staccato notes and the palm of my right hand on the bigger drum for the bass line. When I played I sensed coloured patterns swirling around and would use this to suggest changes in the rhythm. As I built towards a tympanic climax the doorbell rang.


I kept on playing, sure that Juliette would go or Mum, given that she was downstairs. The bell rang again. Sighing, I put down the bongos, tweaked Jester’s outstretched back leg and thundered down the stairs. The door stuck worse than usual and I had to jerk it open.


The blond-haired boy smiled and nodded at me – the same blond boy who’d set the essay.


“Hello,” he said. “I guess you’re Rhory.”


“Yes,” I mumbled, feeling sort of lopsided in the presence of celebrity good looks.


“I’m Lucian,” he said. “I must ask, was that you playing the drums?”


“Yes.” I nodded inanely.


“You’re good, Rhory. Really good.”


“You could hear them down here?”


“Uh huh.” He smiled, holding my eyes with his. “Anyway, it’s good to meet you.” He held out his hand and I shook it.


We stood looking at each other for a millisecond too long. He cleared his throat.


“Would it be all right if I came in, I would like to see—”


“God, Rhory, are you going to keep Lucian waiting on the doorstep?”


Juliette had made it halfway down the stairs. Her cheeks looked a little flushed and she’d acquired lipstick since having the crumpet earlier.


Lucian came in and the two of them went into our sitting room at the front of the house and closed the door. I meandered back to my bedroom wondering who on earth this boy was who knew both me and Jules, and whom as far as I could remember I hadn’t seen before today.










An Invitation


“I feel really sad, although I didn’t know her that well, I suppose,” I said.


“She was a sort of bonus grandmother,” said Natasha, my cousin.


I’d called her on my mobile when I learned that Aunt Bridget had died the previous night.


“Mum’s been quite down. When she saw her in hospital she didn’t think it was the final chapter.”


I eased my way up the bed and sat cross-legged.


“Something happened when I saw her, Nat. Well, two things actually, well more…”


“Get on with it.”


“Yes. Well, it’s a little weird. Aunt Bridget sent Dad out of the hospital room and…” I told Natasha about my vision and the message the Egyptian priestess had given me. When I finished Natasha didn’t respond for a while. I waited.


“You still there?” I asked.


“Yes. Yes … I am. It’s as though Aunt Bridget had a connection back to the past herself in some way. Do you think she, I don’t know… Do you think she was actually the Egyptian priestess Ketchup?”


“Katesch,” I said.


“Oh right, sorry. Do you think she was like a reincarnation of the priestess from ancient Egypt?”


“I don’t know. Possibly. I think since she gave me the Time Sphere, and especially since I found the clues as to how to open it, and the objects surfaced in this moment of time.” I scratched a tickle in my ear. “I think that sort of, you know, sort of opened a door for her too, if you know what I mean. She said something like that in the hospital.”


“What do you think is meant by Fire and Ice?”


“I really have no idea. She also said about North and South, which is sort of opposite, isn’t it? Unless you go to the Antarctic.”


Again we sat in silence for a bit. Jester prowled around the room and then flopped on his side.


“What were the other things?”


“Other things?”


“The other things you said happened.”


I cleared my throat. I’d told no one about the man who shot at me, not even Nick, my closest friend. I wondered if Natasha, who’d been through some adventures with me already and knew about the Society of Secrets, would believe me.


“When I got to Auntie’s house, I went in alone. Dad was parking the car.” I rubbed my chin. “But someone else was there,” I said.


“Like a cleaner or something?”


“Not exactly. Like a burglar or something.”


I explained how I’d climbed the tree and seen the man, and how I’d shouted and he’d come out with a gun and—


“You’re pulling my leg, Rhory. You’re seriously telling me someone tried to shoot you while you were up a tree?”


“That’s what happened. Just as I told you. If it hadn’t been for Auntie’s cat jumping at him I don’t think I would be talking to you now.”


“Truly, Rho, you’re not winding me up?”


“Honest, Nat. Honest. I’ve not told anyone else because I knew they wouldn’t believe me.” I explained how I’d seen the man before and how the police had arrived at exactly the right moment.


“God, Rhory, this is serious. Who on earth would want to kill you?” We both thought about that for a moment. “Aren’t you scared?”


“Yes. I am. But there’s not a lot I can do about it, is there?” I could feel a chilly worm of panic forming in a deep point in my stomach.


“Wow. We’re going to the house this weekend to help pack up. Mum asked me if I wanted to go and I’ve said yes. Do you think this guy will attack us?”


“I don’t think so. It’s me he’s following, and he was searching for either the Time Sphere or the journal my – or rather our – ancestor kept, that had a record of what had happened and what … I don’t know … what would happen.”


“Did he get it?”


“I don’t think so. It’s well hidden in her funny drinks cabinet, the cylindrical one in her sitting room. But someone had moved the key, so I couldn’t get to it.”


I told Natasha where the key was now hidden under the statue of the boy in the garden.


“If you get a chance this weekend, open up the drinks commode thingy and use the key to get the journal.”


Natasha said that she would, and keep it safe until we met up.


“How do you feel about the Alexandria idea?”


“The what?” I asked.


“The idea of us going to Alexandria?”


“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, Nat.”


“Aunt Aida phoned yesterday and invited me and you to go with her and Uncle Adam to Egypt this Easter. Uncle Adam will have work in Cairo, but we can stay with Auntie Aida and her parents in Alexandria.”


“We’re going skiing,” I said.


“Oh,” said Natasha. “I thought you would jump at the chance of going to Egypt.”


I scratched my head, as tendrils of panic wandered up my legs. I hated making choices like this.


“I’m pretty sure Dad hasn’t booked yet. In fact I know he hasn’t because we’ve not decided where to go yet. I suppose…”


“You should go, Rhory. We should both go. Egypt’s hot. Don’t you think that might have something to do with the fire you were told about?”


I continued scratching my head.


“Egypt is certainly South.” A nervous chill ran right through me. My hand started shaking.


“I have a feeling,” said Natasha. “A sort of intuition thing. You need to do this.”


“I think so too, but it’s getting kinda scary now. I’ll need to clear it with Mum and Dad. Jules’ll go ballistic.”


We agreed I’d call her back once I’d found out if my parents knew anything about my Aunt Aida inviting me to go to Egypt.


“I don’t know, Rhory,” said Mum. “It’s a sort of family thing us all going skiing together.”


“You really would prefer hot, smelly Egypt to lovely cool alpine France?” said Juliette. “You must be an idiot. But then we knew that. And anyway, it’s really dangerous, isn’t it?”


“Rhory should make up his own mind. I spoke to Adam. His work takes him back and forth to Cairo all the time. He says Alexandria is abolutely fine. It’s a generous offer, though I must say it’s sort of come out of the blue,” said Dad.


“Anyway,” said Mum, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you last night, Rhory. Auntie Bridget’s death sort of drove it from my mind. Now I made a few notes when Aida called … let me see…” Mum rummaged around a small pile of papers near the phone. “Ah yes, here it is.”


My aunt had invited Natasha and me to travel with her to Alexandria. The Egypt tourist board were paying for the trip for both of them. They could convert their two first-class seats into four ordinary seats. Mum took off her glasses and smiled at me. “So it won’t cost you – that’s us of course –” she grinned at Dad – “anything more than a bit of pocket money.”


“You do what you like, Rhory. It’ll be much more peaceful skiing without you,” said Juliette. “Maybe now I could take a friend, Mum?”


“Do you really want to go, Rhory?” asked Dad. “Do you need to sleep on it?”


“No. I do want to go.” I said. “It’d be a sort of adventure. I’ve never actually been to Egypt.”


Juliette gave me her ‘I’ve caught you in a lie’ look, but didn’t say anything.


“Well, there’s no accounting for tastes,” said Mum, mangling her English a bit. “I’ll call Aida. Saves me spending out on ski pants for another year, so it’s a sort of win-win situation I guess.”










The Girl in the Tower


“Are you going to the party?”


“Yes, Nick, I’m glad that you’ll be there, it’ll be good to have a friend.”


“Actually, I’m not able to make it, mate. We have some sort of family do that night, and it’s a three-line whip that I attend.”


“Oh,” I said, a little cloud of disappointment settling in my stomach.


We were standing in the school courtyard. It wasn’t raining, but it was one of those days when the damp cold seemed to penetrate straight through my school jacket. I had my school bag wedged between my shoes. Nick rocked back and forth on his feet rubbing his hands together.


“Bloody ridiculous that we can’t stay inside during break. It’s flipping parky. Probably half the school will have pneumonia tomorrow.”


“How do you know this Seb bloke, anyway?” I asked.


“Well, I don’t really. We’ve met when I’ve played rugby against his school. He seems to have invited quite a few people from our class. He knows Bishop quite well, and I think that’s why. Bishop used to go to the same school as Sebastian.”


“It’s really weird, you know, because Juliette’s been invited to the same party. I mean, it’s like the first grown-up party that I’ve ever been to and my sister’ll be there as well.”


We shuffled around a bit more and checked our watches to find that our purgatory in the freezing courtyard had at least five more minutes to run. I huffed on my hands and stuck them under my armpits.


“Oh, by the way, I’m going to Egypt.”


“You’re what?”


I explained my Aunt Aida’s invitation.


“Personally, I would’ve chosen to go skiing,” said Nick.


The bell rang and we entered the cosy warmth of the school, which now provided the opportunity to learn more French verbs.


Gloom was descending fast as I crossed the main road and entered the park on the way home from school. The sky above had the colour of cold porridge and looked about as attractive. The wind had picked up and my parka let in some of its damp coldness. I wanted to get home as quick as possible and strode in a bee-line over the damp grass. My shoes and the bottoms of my trousers turned a speckled green colour from grass cuttings. The bandstand appeared brighter than the dull grey light that struggled to illumine the rest of the park.


Thinking I saw someone moving inside, I stopped. It had to be a trick of the light. But as I turned to walk home I heard someone call from far away. I looked back at the bandstand. It now appeared as though someone had switched a light on, which was ridiculous, because it had no lights.


I made my way over and climbed up the steps. I could feel the damp wind on my back, but in front of me the air became warmer and drier. As I stepped inside, the sound of the wind dropped away. Once again someone called in the distance. I checked all around me, looking for anyone near the nursery school, or by the council offices, or over at the duck pond or the deserted swimming pool. I couldn’t make out anybody. In some strange way the distant voice had come from within the bandstand itself. I leant my school bag against one of the pillars of the entrance.


After moving a few steps onto the bandstand stage area I closed my eyes and, holding my breath, listened inside. Something rustled.


“Bonjour.”


I opened my eyes and stepped back quickly, bumping into a curtain and a hard wall. Sitting at a table in front of me was a girl, her hair gathered in a headdress. Her clothes were dark green and definitely not of now. Or last year. Or last century. She looked like a child left behind when her father saddled up to fight in the crusades.


She smiled and nodded. Once more she said, “Bonjour.” And then, “Tu va bien?”


With my hands pressed against the curtain and the wall I scanned the circular room. It was only a little bit bigger than the bandstand. Instead of the space through which I had entered, wooden doors filled a stone archway. Two windows let in sunlight, which illumined the tapestries covering the walls on the far side.


I said, “Who are you?”


She frowned, and slowly shook her head.


“Tu es Rhory!”


Then she took a long breath and stared at me. Inside I heard the words, ‘You are Rhory? I am Ariane. You are the last of us, aren’t you?’


Now I started shaking, but whether from the cold in the park or in this strange stone room I couldn’t tell. My mouth had become quite dry. I concentrated.


“N’est-ce pas?” she said out loud.


I concentrated as my legs quivered. Outside, a flock of birds swirled past the window. Distant rooftops glowed in the evening sunlight. We were high up, in some sort of tower. I looked back at the girl and connected with her brown eyes. She waited.


‘Yes, the last I think. There are six before me.’ I formed the thoughts as clearly as I could.


She smiled as she held up a crystal scarab beetle, the one that had belonged to the Egyptian priestess.


‘She is the first. Susan.’


‘Shoshan,’ I said out loud. “Yes, she is Shoshan.”


‘The Lotus!’


‘The Lotus,’ I agreed within, for that is what the young priestess’s name meant. She’d been the first person from another time to make contact with me. I’d seen her offered as a sacrifice to a vicious wild boar only a month or two earlier.


I smiled and nodded.


Ariane held up the bag of polished stones that I knew so well. In fact this bag, looking somewhat older, even now rested in my wardrobe, tucked inside an engraved silver sphere.


I nodded and smiled and we both shared the thought-word ‘Dimitris’.


Ariane smiled back. She held up her hand, and on the right index finger a silver thimble sparkled in the sunlight. She pointed to herself as she placed the thimble in front of her on the table.


The scarab, the bag of ten stones and the thimble each rested in a circle of inlaid wood on the tabletop. Just as I’d seen in the temple deep below the bandstand, six circles surrounded a central seventh. Ariane moved something from her lap and held it on her palm so it glistened in the light. I recognised the silver pommel of the sword that I’d found with the other objects, hidden inside the time sphere. With a flourish of her hand Ariane placed the silver pommel in the central circle.


Immediately, the whole chamber darkened and became freezing cold. The walls of the room faded away and Ariane vanished. Instead of the light from the setting sun, a bright moon illumined everything. Where the Hammerford council offices ought to be, a hill blocked out much of the light of the stars. At the top, bare rock glimmered in the cold blue light. Seen from below it had the shape of a kneeling man, a huge kneeling man.


Tiny ice crystals formed on the sleeves of my parka. My breath floated in front of my face, a little cloud of warmth rapidly defeated by the bitter cold. I tried to stamp my feet as my toes were losing all sensation. I stood about six inches deep in crusty snow. Forming a wide circle all around me, jagged stones of granite stood like some giant’s silvery teeth.


I’d no idea what land I was in and what time I was in. Worse than that I didn’t have the vaguest notion about how to get back to Hammerford Park. My shivering had taken on epic proportions. I quivered from head to foot and couldn’t feel my fingertips. I rubbed my hands together and blew on them.


‘Move to the door.’


The voice inside me had to be Ariane’s.


As I’d walked straight into the bandstand I judged that the entrance lay directly behind me. I turned through one hundred and eighty degrees. My shadow spread as a pale smudge on the snow in front of me. Looking around the stone circle, the unblemished surface of the crisp white snow revealed no other footprints. I stepped in the direction of the bandstand opening. Five crunchy paces later I stopped. I could hear something. I looked to my left. Somewhere in the distance a tiny light shone, reflected back from snow-heavy trees and what might be a hedge.


A voice spoke. The circle had no one in it but I could hear something breathing. Whatever it was, wheezed to my right. The voice again, from the other direction. I twisted round. Just beyond one of the stones in the circle, a figure stood motionless, picked out by moonlight. His padded coat, white with embroidery at its edge, looked much warmer than my winter coat. A tall furry hat on his head shaded his face from the moonlight. His breath floated around his head. I couldn’t make sense of what he was doing as he raised his right arm level to his shoulder and extended his left straight towards me. The moonlight glinted on a rod or thin pole in his left gloved hand.


Effing heck, he’s going to shoot at me with a bow and arrow.


A squeal and a huff sounded to my right.


I lunged forward, ducking as I did so. The snowy landscape vanished as the moon disconnected. The steps leading from the bandstand were at my feet and I stumbled down them. All around me the air felt as warm and balmy as a summer evening on holiday. The snow on my shoes melted. I eased my way back up the first three steps and reached for my satchel.


A voice floated by, saying something like, ‘hearken, hearken’. I spun around, to see who had spoken. The park remained empty. Not even dog walkers were out and about. Above me the clouds sucked the last of the light from the sky and the damp breeze became cold once again.


Sensation didn’t return to either my numb toes or my fingertips until I had reached home. Mum commented on my ruddy complexion and asked if I’d run all the way. I mumbled something, fixed myself a hot cup of tea and beat a retreat to the safety of my bedroom.


I sat on the bed and tickled Jester’s ears. He purred, and then for reasons of his own, scratched my hand and jumped off the bed. I stared at the closed door to my wardrobe. Behind it I could visualise where the silver sphere, with its ancient objects, lay in a box hidden under an old pullover. I sighed. I now knew for sure that defeating the fat old priestess back in ancient Egypt hadn’t been the end of things. Maybe, only the beginning.


I cradled the hot tea in my hands and grimaced.
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