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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


TIME SPHERE


A rip-roaring adventure that takes the reader on a dizzying journey from suburban England to ancient Egypt. Wild chases, mortal danger, mystical intrigue, unlikely heroes. This book has it all.


A young English schoolboy, naïve and thinking little beyond what is for dinner, is swept up in an adventure that, unbelievably, takes him from his staid suburban home to an ancient druidic ceremony and finally to Ancient Egypt. Along the way he falls in with a beautiful Egyptian priestess and a student of Pythagoras, and together the three of them battle the mysterious Society of Secrets for control of the ultimate prize, Time itself. This novel, comparable to Time Bandits, will enchant the reader. Warning: make sure you have enough time to read it in one sitting, because you won’t want to put it down once you’ve started.


Philip Duke, author of A Terrible Unrest.


A spectacular adventure where ancient and modern combine, where good and evil are challenged and where fantasy fiction reaches a clever, hilarious and wonderfully engaging level – gripping!


M.C. Morison takes the reader through time’s doorways and corridors. His story is filled with secrecy, exotic locations, dark characters and wonderful imagination. In Time Sphere we hear an authentic voice which makes the impossible possible when characters from the past and present entwine to counteract evil.


Marie Quirk-Smith, author of A Place in the Choir


This is an exciting book with something important to say. I read it on the train on the way to and from a meeting and was so engrossed I almost missed my stop.


Rhory is a lovely character – a perfect mix of a highly intelligent lad with all the normal adolescent angst. We care about him and Natasha and my heart banged in fear in places. M. C. Morison has brought alive four worlds in this unusual time slip story – the Egyptian world, the Greek, the Druids of Albion and the modern world. Rhory’s world is our world and what kept me turning the pages was the unravelling of how these worlds are inextricably linked in a way we had not realised. For this book is about how our era is living in darkness – that our time has forgotten or been separated from a knowledge held by those in ancient times.


This book is full of all the best ingredients – character, adventure, mystery, history and the ultimate quest for meaning and truth.


E. J. Bousfield, author of The Jewel Keepers


This tale of a teenager, mysteriously embroiled with the Egyptian past is a compelling and painstaking encounter with the classic concept of good and evil. Rhory is borne from the predictable present to contend with black arts and the riddle of the Time Sphere which if solved will prevent the Society of Secrets from controlling time for their own dark ends.


The plot moves between present and past with atmospheric conviction. The mundane and mysterious are skilfully combined to create a magical dimension of time travel with a wealth of well-crafted perils and revelations.


Linda Talbot, former arts editor, Hampstead and Highgate Express, London


Time Sphere is an exciting YA novel that is sophisticated enough to appeal to adults too. When Rhory visits the British Museum he unwittingly begins an adventure that will keep the reader guessing what will happen next. As his dreams turn into time travel he is connected with a teenage priestess from ancient Egypt and a teenage boy whose sister marries Pythagoras. Much to his surprise, he discovers that he has been chosen to work with them to save Time from the control of nefarious characters from the past and present.


This action-packed story is sure to keep you reading and by the conclusion of the story it will have you questioning the relationship between the past, present and future.


Jan Krause Greene, author of I Call Myself Earth Girl
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Chapter 1


A Stranger Calls


England – about now


“Ouch …stop! Stop it, you furry monster!”


I sat cross-legged on my bed, having finished with homework. Jester, intrigued by the 10 little grey mice at the end of my feet, pounced. His claws went right through my socks.


“Ow.”


I pushed the cat onto the floor but he jumped straight back and started washing himself. I continued sorting out my notes for my English project.


The doorbell rang. “Mum! Mum!” No reply, so taking a deep breath, I shouted, “Muuum …it’s the door.”


I waited. The doorbell rang again and echoed through the silent house. Actually, I could hear something; faint strains of violins wailed classical something or others from Juliette’s bedroom. Why my sister didn’t just wear earphones remained a mystery. The loud music gave her the perfect excuse for not answering the door though.


“Mum!” I tried again, shouting even louder, before remembering that she had gone across to the library. Bother, I don’t need this. I padded down the stairs, jumped the last four steps and landed more noisily and painfully than I’d intended. I yanked on the front door, as it always stuck.


“Good evening, my friend!”


A young man stood there. He’d spiky dark hair, a little moustache painted on his face, and a black jacket with bits hanging down to the back of his knees, like someone at a posh wedding. He wore white gloves and ridiculously shiny shoes.


“Er, hello.”


“May I enquire, is the lady of the house at home, or indeed your esteemed pater?”


He didn’t look dangerous to me, but you never knew. Whatever they were that began with the syllable ‘pea’, and threatened children, came in all shapes and sizes; though I admitted, I never imagined one with a little black moustache – unless it was Hitler of course.


“No, um that is, they’ll be back any moment. Can I help you?”


“That’s very kind of you. I am collecting signatures, but they have to be from the householder. We are trying to save the local bandstand. The council wants to bulldoze it and put some awful leisure centre there. It’s historic and, as I suppose you know, young sir, we do little entertainments under its ancient roof, throughout the summer. Here’s my card.”


He slowly held up his empty-gloved hand. He showed it on both sides and then proceeded to produce a business card out of thin air. He held it out to me.


“Wow!” I reached for it a little gingerly. “Are you a magician, then?”


“Not really,” he replied, flicking the card up in the air, where it promptly vanished and appeared in his other hand. He held it out again.


I took it, thanked him, and put it in my trouser pocket.


“How’d you do that?” I asked, my voice sounding a bit loud in my head.


“Ah, now, that would be telling wouldn’t it?” He held up a clipboard. “It’s quite tiring walking the streets, though I’ve a goodly number of signatures.”


He swayed a bit and his eyes lost focus. I was about to ask if he wanted a glass of water, when a long, straight walking stick appeared in his hand. He leant on it.


“That’s better.” He smiled at me and I noticed how blue his eyes were: bluer even than Mum’s. He flourished his stick and it turned into a snake that disappeared slowly up his sleeve. I’d never seen that trick before and could feel giggles developing inside. My shoulders crept up towards my ears.


Perhaps he sensed my discomfort because he stepped back until he reached the gate to our tiny front garden.


“Have you noticed?” he said. He pointed up the street towards the railway line at the end. There above the trees hung a huge, yellow full moon.


“People say when it looks that big, it’s an illusion, but I don’t know. It looks real to me! Thank you anyway, young man. I might come back to see your parents later, if that would be all right with you?”


I didn’t answer, because the moon was, well, actually …enormous. I’d never seen it so big. I stared up our road at it for a moment or two before I remembered my manners. I turned to answer the strangely dressed guy, but he wasn’t there.


I couldn’t believe my eyes. He’d just gone. Even if he’d run, he would’ve barely made the corner as I turned.


A little way down the pavement, a small black and white dog scrabbled about chasing its tail. It stopped. It looked at me, or possibly the moon, barked a couple of times, then ran down the road towards the park and disappeared around the corner. I’d no idea where it had come from or if it belonged to the strange man who seemed to have just vanished.


Moments later, Mum appeared at the same corner.


“I thought you were doing your coursework, Rhory. Remember, we are off to London tomorrow. Why are you out on the street, and why aren’t you wearing shoes?”


“Someone rang the doorbell. You must’ve seen him. He was dressed like …well like someone at a wedding. You must’ve passed him coming back from the library, didn’t you? And there was a small dog.”


“I don’t think so, dear. No, I’d have noticed a man in a morning suit with a dog, I’m sure. Goodness, you look pale, Rhory. Are you okay?”


“You must have. He was right here.” I nearly stamped my foot.


Mum smiled her, you’re-having-me-on-again-Rhory smile.


“He gave me a card, actually,” I said, a little too loud, and reached into my trouser pocket, where I found only a broken pencil. I tried the other pocket. The card took a bit of extracting as it had fused to a half-sucked boiled sweet, wrapped in a bit of Kleenex that had in turn welded itself to my pocket.


Finally, I retrieved it.


“Look, Mum,” I said, waving the card. But Mum had also disappeared and I could hear her calling up to Juliette inside the house. I read the card. On one side it said simply,


Caduceus Productions


On the other it said,


Magic, Mystery and Illusion we are at your service


There was no name or phone number.










Chapter 2


The Egyptian Room


The following day a London taxi whisked Mum and me past cafes, newsagents – with tempting displays of crisps and sweets – and little shops offering Chinese prints, obscure books and small statues. A window with chipped paintwork displayed posters of Tutankhamen. Finally, I saw one place that might be worth visiting, a shop with a huge collection of comic books.


“Hey, Mum! I could wait in there, couldn’t I?” It looked more fun than the museum.


“Where, darling?”


“The comic shop …back there.”


“We might go after I meet up with you, dear. I think you’ll find there’s more to see in the museum.”


The taxi drew to a halt.


“Okay then, I’ll pick you up in about an hour and a half, when I’ve got the tickets. Make sure your mobile’s on.”


Mum leaned over and buttoned up my jacket. I grimaced. Once out of the taxi I undid them again.


“And, Rhory, wait in the foyer, in case the…” My mum’s voice floated out of the departing taxi’s window but the whole message didn’t. I assumed she was worried the mobile might not work inside the huge building that housed the British Museum.


I strode up the entrance steps narrowly avoiding a school party coming in the other direction. Excited voices shared intense experiences, and dark eyes sparkled with pleasure. I didn’t understand a word, as they chattered to each other in Chinese.


The chilly wind found its way inside my open jacket as I reached the top of the stairs.


“Your bag, please.”


A burly man in uniform protected the main doors. He pointed at my little rucksack, the one with the picture of the skateboarder doing a somersault.


“I need it with me,” I said.


“I’m not going to take it. I already have that one in my collection.” His grimace, an attempt at a smile, revealed a missing front tooth. He had the look of a boxer. “I just need to check inside,” he said.


He rummaged about, finding a pack of chewing gum and examining two sandwiches made by my mum. (“Just in case, dear.”) My book about the history of dragons appeared briefly and then slipped back inside. Apparently none of these things caused alarm. There would be no headline tomorrow saying, “British Museum demolished by a prawn, lettuce and mayo sandwich.”


“Enjoy your visit, sonny,” he said as I made my way to the huge doors.


Sonny! I resisted the urge to be cheeky and entered the enormous foyer. It was full of noises, echoes and people.


The entrance doors swung open letting in a cold blast of air. Something moved in the breeze by my feet. A feather hovered and twisted on the ground. I picked it up. The colours were various greys with more than a hint of very dark green. It looked a little longer and wider than a pigeon’s feather, and appeared too exotic for a standard London bird.


A group of kids chatted noisily in French in front of the signboard that showed where to go for the different exhibitions. One girl, with her hair in a high ponytail, wore a long white padded parka and short red boots. She turned her freckly face and looked at me standing there with the feather in my hand. I slipped it into my jacket pocket, feeling slightly silly.


She gave me a grin highlighted by a flash of braces and went back to chewing. A bubble of gum expanded out of her mouth and popped on her lips. It confirmed my opinion that the French are not as cool as they sound.


Where should I go first? A large poster advertised the Chinese Vase exhibition with the title ‘Porcelain and Plunder’. Even that catchy description couldn’t disguise the fact it would be a room full of old pottery. ‘Coins Through the Ages’, declared the next poster. My heart sank.


The French children left and I watched Miss Red Boots moving her arms about as she chatted to one of her friends. It proved she could walk, talk and chew at the same time, which impressed me. Where they had been standing, a display showed two bronzed men fighting with each other. I moved closer and read, ‘The Battle of the Gods’. Now that showed distinct promise. A special exhibition in the Egypt Room explored the never-ending fight between a dude in bandages and one with a head like an outraged anteater. Just my sort of thing. I might not have to visit the comic shop after all.


On the landing above the stone steps descending into the Egypt Room, a black woman with a lioness’s head sat on a cold stone throne. Her bare breasts were at eye level and I tried hard not to stare. According to the little printed sign, she went by the name Sekhmet and had been worshipped as an Egyptian goddess. Some hard-working sculptor in ancient times had carved her out of one piece of black basalt. Below her, the exhibition hall could have comfortably housed two basketball courts. Way up above, the glass roof cast a cold light on rows of statues so huge that the visitors wandering around looked a like a race of pigmies on a Sunday outing.


I went in and skimmed stuff about the Rosetta Stone, and a Frenchman with a long name who had cracked the code of the Egyptian language. Further down on the left, two huge cardboard cut-outs stood on either side of a doorway. One showed the bandaged man wearing a tall white hat with a feather on either side; he looked a bit like an overdressed extra from The Return of the Mummy. His face had a sickly blue colour. The other man stared at him with reptilian eyes. His large square ears and coal black face, sporting a huge snout, didn’t make him very cuddly. His body would have impressed the girls on any sun-lit beach though. He had the distinct advantage over his murdered brother, of being alive.


I passed between the two effigies and entered a dark corridor. It opened into a room that glowed with three-dimensional and coloured holograms. My heart beat a little faster as I moved between transparent Egyptian gods hovering in space, their ghostly eyes watching me.


Immediately on my left, the creepy god with big ears invited his handsome brother to get into a coffin. The coffin maker went by the name of Set, according to the sign. He was tricking his brother Osiris to try the coffin out for size. At this stage Osiris displayed a handsome tanned face and clearly enjoyed life.


“Amazing aren’t they,” said a tall man. He bumped into me as he passed. The man didn’t apologise and continued his loud conversation with a woman in a close-fitting dress, who had to be way younger than him. She hung onto his arm and clacked through the room on startlingly high platform heels.


As I walked around the exhibits, I learned how the clever god Set chopped up his brother and scattered him all over Egypt. It was cool though, because Isis, his sister-wife, gathered all of his bits and stuck them together again. Well, one embarrassing bit was lost, eaten by a fish, but somehow Osiris managed to become the father of a child. I allowed myself to think for a millisecond, about marrying Juliette, my older sister. I decided I’d prefer to be chopped up into small pieces.


The next exhibit showed Isis. She looked very content hovering on a throne in the air, her little baby on her lap, with his hair in a rather neat top knot. The chair was covered with tiny golden hieroglyphic carvings. I walked around it and looked up as the French kids came into the room filling it with what sounded like ‘Ooh La Las’ and ‘Mon Dieus’. I couldn’t see Freckles with the bubble gum and white parka.


To keep away from their continuous babble, I moved swiftly towards the next room. The description at the entranceway told how the priests of Egypt had battled against each other in support of their various gods. They backed pharaohs they liked and murdered those they didn’t. A bit violent for priests. Under the text, a picture of a pharaoh embalmed as a mummy, emphasised the same point.


I passed through an unlit tunnel that opened into a darkened space.


“Gosh,” said a woman’s silky voice, “but it’s sooo real.”


The young woman with the tight skirt, stood next to the man who had bumped into me earlier. An olive skinned head of a queen, complete with blue and gold crown, floated in front of them – the best hologram I’d ever seen. The woman laughed as the man passed his hand through the coloured light that made the queen’s face. As he did so the laser beams flashed on his ring, producing lightning strikes of bright purple light. I blinked and moved.


The rainbow colours from the hovering bust of Nefertiti played on his face and made the man look somewhat grotesque. Dark shadows replaced his eyes and in the gloom, his skin looked scaly. He stared right at me. The ring on his hand continued to glow with a purple light all of its own. I swallowed and decided the noisy French kids were preferable to a ghoul, and walked back the way I had come.










Chapter 3


The Feather


My hands shook a little. The man in the dark room had unnerved me.


I crossed the huge exhibition hall, between assorted gods and pharaohs. On a stand in front of me a statuette of a temple cat sat motionless. The French girl with freckles was looking at it. She turned and caught my eye and I won another metallic smile. I smiled back, grateful that her natural warmth made me feel a bit less spooked.


I walked past her, trying not to grin and feeling completely tongue-tied. A doorway just beyond the stationary cat gave on to a long narrow room. It had soft lighting and the exhibits were arranged in little niches all the way down. My heart began to return to its normal rhythm as the atmosphere felt safe and comforting, like being in a small church.


I wandered slowly past displays of pictures, jewellery and statues. Set back, almost in a room of its own, was a huge stone chair. Although somewhat damaged, with small chunks missing, it still looked very impressive. The legs were carved like lions paws, and the arms ended with the heads of lionesses. I wondered what it would be like to sit in it, but it was protected by a red velvet cord suspended between two brass poles. Even though no one else could see me at that moment, I resisted the urge to step over and try it out.


The plaque said that the chair had been carved in an early dynasty before the time of the pyramids. No one knew its exact purpose.


I moved back towards the glass cabinet opposite the chair. This display had one large chunk of plaster from a mural, held in place with metal brackets and brightly illumined by a spotlight. It showed a woman’s face and shoulders from a side view. Her dark hair was bound with a circlet of braided blue cloth supporting one green-coloured feather, pointing upright. The woman’s deep blue eye was picked out with black lines of make-up.


According to the label, the mural showed a portrait of a young priestess of Maat, the goddess of truth and justice. I looked again at the painted feather and reached towards the one in my pocket. I froze. The glass of the display reflected the big chair behind me, with someone sitting in it! A figure dressed in white. A jolt of excitement passed through me at the thought of being followed. It must be the French girl. She’d get in so much trouble if an attendant saw her. Despite the braces on her teeth I found her quite pretty.


I turned slowly, practising bonjour in my mind. The chair was empty. She couldn’t have just vanished. There was nowhere for her to hide. I looked down the hallway of exhibits. No one. I’m imagining things.


I turned back to the portrait of the woman. The label stated the priestesses had been called the Sisterhood of the Feather. At different times in Egypt’s history they had been revered almost as gods themselves, because of their magical abilities.


Once more my eyes focused on the reflection of the chair. The girl had returned. It must be an optical illusion. I looked carefully. It wasn’t the French girl but a tall young woman with long dark hair, braided with beads. Her eyes had make-up exactly like the painting in front of me. Her feet weren’t covered with short red boots, but dark gold sandals.


“Wow,” I said to myself. This was the coolest hologram I’d ever seen. I’d no idea how the museum could do it, and swung round quickly.


No one sat in the chair. Closer inspection showed no laser lights here. Anyway, the room wasn’t dark enough for a hologram like the ones I’d seen earlier. I felt a little giddy.


I turned back to the mural of the priestess, trying to catch my breath. Carefully I drew out the feather I’d found in the entranceway to the museum. It virtually matched the one painted about 5,000 years ago.


My heart thumped away as I registered the young woman had returned to the chair. Holding my breath, I resisted turning this time and studied the reflection. The woman smiled, her face changing into that of a pretty girl about my age. She held my eyes with hers.


Inside my chest, somewhere near my heart an idea quietly settled, followed by the words, “At last.”


Another idea followed the first producing the words, “Now I can see you properly.”


The girl or priestess or whatever she was, shifted slightly in the chair. “My name is Shoshan.”


These words blossomed within me like a smile and I had the distinct image of a lotus flower floating on the water. I didn’t know how to communicate back, and tried thinking the words, “My name is Rhory.”


I could see her frown, and inside I heard, “Red King?”


She waited. I nodded and said, “Rhory.”


She smiled again for a moment before shifting in the chair as though someone had spoken sharply to her. She looked to the side. I felt a wave of sadness pass through me that I knew came directly from her. She vanished as though a light had been switched off.


I looked round. The man and his young girlfriend stood in the entranceway and were staring right at me. He no longer looked reptilian, rather he reminded me of one of those people you see on television who explain how fox hunting is actually kind to foxes.


Stifling the urge to run, I left the long narrow room by the second exit, as far away from the man with the flashing ring as possible. I felt as if I’d been swimming under water for too long and couldn’t get enough oxygen. The statues of dead pharaohs were all around me and I needed space to breathe. I mounted the stairs at the far end of the hall, slipped past Sekhmet the black lioness, and found a big leather bench. I eased myself down onto its cool softness.


Had I just hallucinated? I didn’t think so. I’d seen someone real, a girl about my own age. I’d heard her thoughts. I couldn’t explain it any other way; her thoughts had just sort of popped into my mind. She …Shoshan she said she was called …she felt familiar; like seeing a good friend who has been away from your school for a year or two, and comes back for a visit.


From my leather bench, I could still observe the busy exhibition hall with all the Egyptian statues. At the far end, the man with the ring stood with the young woman, looking around carefully. I’d a nasty suspicion he was looking for me. Watching him as he systematically checked the room, I knew he’d broken the communication with the girl from ancient Egypt. For just a moment I wanted to do to him what Set had done to Osiris.


Instead, I decided to go in search of the canteen. I could feel a big empty space where my stomach should be. I waited for some people to pass by and tagged along with a couple of English families heading in the right direction, keeping them between the man with his girlfriend and me.


I couldn’t see an empty table when I entered the canteen, so I joined the queue to get a drink. I had to hold on to the counter for a moment to avoid falling over as a wave of dizziness swept over me. A slice of carrot cake and a can of fizzy fruit juice looked attractive sitting on the chilled display unit. After paying, I scanned the tables to see if Amethyst Man had arrived with his popsy or topsy or whatever girlfriends who are way too young are called.


I chose a table tucked in the corner. The sensation of chilled fizziness at the back of my throat felt great. I drank, keeping an eye on the entrance to the canteen. Mum’s sandwiches looked inviting and I quickly overcame the guilt twinges that I shouldn’t be eating something I hadn’t bought in the canteen. Biting into the brown bread sandwich provided the familiar taste of home.


All around the buzz of voices suggested that young and old were enjoying their visit. Gradually I felt less like I’d been dismembered like poor old Osiris. I still couldn’t explain what had just occurred, but deep inside I knew. I’d somehow sneaked a view of a time different to my own, a time where a priestess from long past had found a way to speak to me.


Her face lingered clear in my memory and if I directed my attention deep, deep inside, something of the girl remained in contact. Her words echoed inside my mind – a voice shouting from far away. I shivered even though I felt hot.


My hands still shook as I moved on from the prawn sandwiches to the carrot cake. I fished out my book on dragons and flipped through a few pages.


A stab of fear in my tummy reminded me to check around the canteen. Everyone looked friendly, normal and definitely twenty-first century. My mobile remained entirely silent. Mum surely must have bought the theatre tickets by now.


I pulled out the feather and I ran my finger down the soft edge. It soothed my jangled nerves. An image of Shoshan holding a feather just like mine, floated into my mind.


I looked up to see the freckly French girl heading in my direction with another girl. She was smiling and talking. They both looked across at me.


At that moment Mum rang my mobile.


*


The man with the amethyst ring surveyed the foyer to the British Museum. He tapped a number on his mobile.


“Our vocalist has proved accurate once again,” he said softly. Indistinct noises came from the other end of the line.


Meanwhile, his girlfriend tutted at a ladder that had started in her tights. She balanced on one high-heeled shoe and peered over her shoulder at her leg. Her hand rested on the man’s arm.


“No, he was there all right,” continued the man, “just as she’d said he’d be. I couldn’t get a good look at his face but I saw how he was dressed. He had a distinctive bag…No don’t do that…” said the man as the girl pulled at his arm with an ‘I’m sooo bored’ expression on her face. “No, not you, someone at the museum,” he continued into the mouthpiece. “I’m waiting in the foyer to get a good view as he comes out.”


He listened for a bit and mouthed, “In a minute,” to the girl.


“Yes, yes, I agree,” he continued quietly into the mobile. “Another meeting is essential, just as soon as we can get the girl out into the countryside again.” He listened some more and then said, “Okay, I’ll make it happen. There may be no need though. I’ll follow him when he comes out. Accidents happen in this part of London all the time.”


He hung up and suggested to the girl that she should go to the canteen and wait for him there.


She pouted.


*


“Well done, Rhory,” said my mum, as I clambered into the taxi.


“Why didn’t you come to the front, Mum?” I asked, pulling down one of the seats that promptly snapped up again.


“Come and sit next to me, silly,” said Mum patting the seat next to her. “The taxi driver said it’s easier to wait around the side of the museum. The police move you on at the front, something to do with terrorism. Did you find the side exit okay?”


I wasn’t able to answer as the taxi driver launched into complaints about both the police and the foreign terrorists who were taking all the jobs. He pulled out into the busy London traffic, still wittering on, while Mum proudly showed me the bunch of tickets for a ballet called The Nutcracker. That produced all sorts of imagery in my head that I kept to myself. I crossed my legs.










Chapter 4


Netherworld


Egypt – the dawn of time


The priestess entered the subterranean room where Shoshan sat alone, her slim figure and white robes dominated by the bulk of the stone chair. Her eyes were closed and her dark hair spilled over her shoulders.


“We must stop at once,” Hasina announced.


“But why?” said the girl, full of excitement. “We have finally made a contact.”


“I know,” said the older priestess. “You’ve done amazingly well, Shoshan, better than we could have hoped over such a short time…” Hasina trailed off. Tension and fear clogged her usually clear mind.


The pretty face of the young priestess turned towards her.


“Come,” Hasina said, gesturing to the doorway.


Shoshan walked across the stone floor, her face radiant with success.


“I actually saw him. It wasn’t easy, but I found him.”


“I know,” responded the older woman, her chest tight with concern.


They mounted the stone steps together and entered the Temple of Protection. Twelve wooden chairs were arranged in a large square around a simple altar adorned with flowers. Incense burned in copper dishes on raised wooden posts.


The other priestesses crowded around a figure lying on the floor.


“Merit, is it Merit?” Shoshan asked, stopping at the top of the stairs, worried sick about her closest friend.


“Give her room to breathe,” Hasina said, and gently moved two of the older sisters from where they knelt leaning over the unconscious girl.


They chose the weakest link, Hasina thought to herself. I should have foreseen this possibility. Not for the first time this day, she regretted that the head of their Order had had to leave so suddenly for the south of the kingdom.


“What happened?” said Shoshan, her voice now shaking.


Hasina looked up from where she had squatted down by the prone girl, and saw Shoshan had turned milky pale. “We’re not sure,” she said. “When she fell, she said something about a cat…”


“A silvery cat it was, I heard her distinctly,” said one of the two older priestesses.


“We must get her to the infirmary,” said Hasina, “and ensure she has complete rest.” She gave a series of instructions concerning herbs and medications. She knew that the holy oil they had immediately administered had probably saved the girl’s life. This type of attack had never taken place before in this temple. It provided further evidence, if any were needed, that the servants of chaos were practising their poisonous arts.


When the wounded priestess had been safely carried out of the temple on a litter, Hasina told the other priestesses to go and rest, for they’d be needed again soon.


“Walk with me,” she said to Shoshan.


The temple was set within a colonnade, which kept it cool in the punishing heat of the summer. They crossed the spacious courtyard beyond the colonnade, and on this cooler day, Hasina enjoyed the cleansing warmth of the sun as it radiated fiery heat over her skin. Even this close to the equinox, the daytime sun could be too powerful to be exposed to for very long. They found a cypress wood bench in the shade of some trees.


“Tell me what you experienced, Shoshan, and then we will talk of what must happen next.”


“At first it was hard for me to really concentrate,” she began. “I needed to line up all the Doorways, just as you’ve taught me, and found I couldn’t hold them all clear in my mind. After a while, your chanting came very close and I could move through the bands of mist. As I did so, I had a waking dream.” The excitement of the experience animated her face and hands once again.


“A feather …a feather like our holy feather fluttered in front of me. I picked it up and used it to guide me through the mistiness. I can’t tell you exactly how, but the feather seemed to show the true way.”


Shoshan stopped and her eyes became wistful.


“And what happened then?” Hasina asked, touching the young priestess’s hand.


“For a moment I found myself somewhere entirely strange. It must have been a temple. It appeared truly enormous, bigger than any temple in Ta-Opet. I could hear noise everywhere but nothing made any sense. Then I saw the feather once more at my feet …except they were not my feet…” She stopped and looked across at the older priestess. “Do you understand me?”


“Yes, I do, dear, maybe more than you know. Just go on and explain what you saw.”


“I couldn’t find my way. Everything had become dark. I could sense a part of myself a long, long way away, as though at the far end of a very long journey…I don’t know how to explain it better.”


Hasina, squeezed her hand. “I’m following. Keep going.”


“This other part that was me, yet wasn’t me all at the same time, searched …but didn’t know what it was searching for. And then it all became clear. That’s the amazing thing – I could see the picture of Katesch.”


“What picture?”


“The one in our refectory, where all the portraits of the High Mothers are painted.”


“You mean the one of Katesch, painted when she was anointed as leader?”


“I didn’t know when it was done, but yes that one. That image dissolved and I could see a different temple, with cabinets made of clear crystal. A boy stood in front of one of these glowing cabinets, the one with Katesch’s picture, a boy who knew me even as I know him. He’s the link we have been seeking. He even proved clever enough to tell me his name. I think he is a Hearer, like you and me. The sound of his name is really strange, you know. It’s something like Ro-Ree.”


Hasina frowned; this wasn’t an Egyptian name.


“But,” her young friend continued, “I heard what the name means, it means Red King. I think he’s actually a king, isn’t that remarkable?”


“Indeed.” Hasina grasped her hands together. “Remarkable.” She paused and looked at the younger girl. “What you’ve done, Shoshan, is also remarkable and perhaps much more significant than you currently realise. You’ve forged a powerful link with another Seed of Life. We are all proud of you.”


The younger girl smiled at her friend, and then a cloud passed over her features. “What caused Merit to collapse?” she asked.


“We can’t be sure,” the older priestess replied, thinking Shoshan deserved the truth. “Remember, treasure, that the work we are doing takes us into the borderland of Amenti, the netherworld. It is here that Time is coiled like a great snake, and can be traversed. Those who master Time’s mysteries become guardians of the ages yet to come and – some say – of the ages that have passed. It is the deepest purpose of our blessed Order.”


“Why are some trying to stop us then? Surely we all serve the same Gods, the same truth?”


“Others seek to gain control of time for their own reasons, wishing for personal power rather than service to the holy Gods.”


Shoshan stopped, and turned to the older priestess. “Will Merit be all right?”


Hasina wondered how much to explain, for she didn’t know for sure if Merit would fully recover. “The aspect of Set in the nether-worlds that seeks personal power beyond all things, can appear as a cat, silvery and persuasive, but also deceitful and deadly. I believe this force may have attacked Merit. The Sisters acted quickly and we must pray to the Gods they acted in time.”


Hasina put her arm around the other girl’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Go and rest, treasure. You will need all your strength again tomorrow. Now you’ve found another of the Seeds of Life, far away in time, we must work to protect him, for he’ll know little or nothing of his true purpose. He lives an age of great spiritual darkness as you know.”


The next day the priestesses gathered in the Temple of Protection once more. Merit’s place was taken by another experienced priestess, and all wore protective amulets around their necks, according to their name and status in the Order.


Hasina and Shoshan descended into the room beneath and Shoshan eased herself back into the stone chair. Her graceful hands rested on the two lions’ heads carved into the chair arms. The room carried the faint fragrance of kyphi incense used in the simple ceremony of preparation.


“Remember, Sister,” said Hasina, “just forge the bond with our Red King. It is he who has to awaken to his true purpose. It is there deep inside him as it is deep inside us all. Let Anubis be the guide. You are just the messenger.”


Each wall of the small room displayed a painting of one major deity. The chair faced a larger than life-size view of the jackal-headed god, Anubis, the guide of souls. Like all the walls in this crypt, it had a light of its own. The tiny crystals in the stone walls scintillated with a brightness that healed as well as revealed.


The light gently illumined Shoshan’s features. The girl prepared to take the image of Anubis deep within herself and send it through the shifting corridors of time, to awaken and guide the boy.


The science behind these glowing walls would eventually be lost, Hasina knew. In her own explorations through time, she’d seen ages where darkness, not light, held sway and the purity of their fair Egypt would also be lost as though it had never been.


Much of the deepest knowledge of their Order would be withdrawn in the centuries to come, so that its power could not be abused. Set’s Children would inherit the earth and lose the heavens. Their reign wouldn’t be forever, not if Shoshan’s work proved fruitful. Her task, with the other Seeds of Life, would be to shift the flow of Time itself.


Looking back once more at the youngest of their Order, thin as a graceful reed in the stone chair, Hasina climbed the stairs to join the Sisters in the room above, murmuring a quiet prayer.










Chapter 5


Paralysis


England – about now


I woke up and found I couldn’t move. My eyes wouldn’t open, my muscles wouldn’t obey me. This had happened once or twice before and I’d managed to shake myself awake.


I could sense a presence in the room. I had to sit up and see what was there. An icy emptiness opened up inside me.


I tried to kick my legs, but nothing happened. I lay there, unable even to raise an eyebrow, alone with my thoughts my fear and this thing in the room. I tried to move again and failed. I’d never felt someone else there before. Whoever it was waited patiently but that didn’t stop me from drowning in my own fear.


Then from some inner recess of mind, I remembered there was a way out of this state. I’d used it before. It would take an enormous effort of will. I had to disregard whatever stood watching me. Instead I focused on my toes. The toes had a slight immunity.


I tried to get a tiny bit of movement in the little toe of my left foot. With a huge effort of will, I managed to flex the whole foot. That did it. I straightened my leg and shifted my whole torso with a violent twitch. Finally, I opened my eyes, sucked in a huge breath and searched unsuccessfully for the light switch.


Scrabbling to get clear of the bedclothes, I stood up. A glowing eye watched me. All the rest of the person had been rubbed out. I shouted. It continued to glow in the dark, suspended in space. After a few more heart-stopping moments, it gradually faded. It vanished entirely when Juliette came in and flipped the lights on.


“Bloody hell, Rhory,” said my sister, “I thought you were being murdered. Just as well Mum and Dad sleep with earplugs in.”


I sat back down on the bed and mumbled something.


“You’re too bloody old for nightmares.” She came and sat next to me.


“It wasn’t really a nightmare.”


Juliette put her arm around my shoulders. My older sister could be a royal pain, but she was essentially kind.


“Never mind, Rhory, I’ll tuck you up. Do you want some milk?”


Feeling more like six years old than twelve, I got back into bed. “No thanks,” I said, swallowing and shivering.


Juliette kissed my forehead, something she’d not done for ages. I eased my way down the bed with my heart hammering away.


Juliette turned at the door and whispered, “That was a hell of a shout you let out. I’m surprised the neighbours haven’t called the police. Go back to sleep now, Rhory, it’s three in the morning.”


The door quietly closed and the house subsided into total silence.


I must have just been dreaming. That’s what I thought until I noticed Jester, lit by the light of the street lamps and crouching in the corner of the room. The cat’s eyes stared at the point where the floating eye had been. All his fur was on end.


The next morning, I sat cross-legged on my sister’s bed. I often did this at weekends, when we surfaced long before our parents, chatting about this and that.


“What do you reckon, Jules, was it just a dream?”


Juliette sipped her tea, from a huge mug with a picture of a cow, and looked at me through its vapours. She had the duvet wrapped around her, so only her head and arms emerged from a soft cocoon of feathery comfort.


“Well, Rhory, that’s the simplest explanation, Occam’s Razor and all that.”


“Oakham Raise her?” I asked. “Who or what is that?”


“Not Oakham, turnip ears, Occam. He was the guy who suggested when there are two explanations, the simplest one is most likely to be true. In this case, the simplest one is that you were dreaming.”


“But why couldn’t I move, Jules? I didn’t like it at all.”


Juliette put down her cup and composed her face into that ‘now I’m going to lecture little brother’ look.


“Did you know that in Soviet Russia they used to drive people mad like that?”


“Like what? Like forcing them to experience strange visions?”


“No, dear boy,” she said in her smoothest sisterly voice. “By preventing them from moving.”


“How on earth did they do that?” I asked, feeling faintly alarmed.


“Well, when they had locked up a dissident…” She paused and arched her eyebrows to see if I knew the word. I wasn’t going to let on if I did or not, so I just looked back at her, all wide-eyed and innocent. “That’s someone who had upset the regime,” continued she-who-must-explain. “…Then such a political prisoner would be wrapped in a wet sheet. When it dried they couldn’t move at all. It’s like being buried alive. It would soon drive people mad.”


“Well I’d be pretty mad if someone did that to me.”


“Yes, Rhory, you would I’m sure,” said Juliette with mock condescension. “But they went stark, raving bonkers.”


“Thanks, Sis, that makes me feel a lot better.”


“In your case, insanity came first!” she said. “What it is, Rhory, is part of your brain wakes up and part doesn’t. You are aware you are awake. The bit that moves your body is still in blissful slumber. So you can dream and be awake at the same time.”


“Sounds like being at school, Jules.”


Juliette smiled at that.


I went on, “But I sensed a presence in the room and when I sat up and could look, there was an eye, glowing and watching me. How does Mr Oakham explain that?”


Juliette turned her high octane IQ onto the puzzle of the eye. “I don’t know, Rhory. If you really were awake, then you would have been having an hallucination. I suppose that’s like a dream but worse,” she offered, turning the sisterly screw another ratchet.


“What about religious people?” I asked. “You know when they have visions of angels or what-have-you.”


“Well you know me, Rhory, I’m agnostic to my core, and I don’t have much time for the idea of angels. I’d expect that they are also hallucinations brought on by fasting and wanting to see one so very, very much.”


At that point Dad walked past the door, with a cheery, “Morning, Kidiwinks, come down for breakfast or you’ll be late for school.” That put an end to exploring the stranger corners of my mind, at least for the moment.


That night, I lay in bed in the dark, Jester curled up on my pillow, his whiskers dangerously angled towards the most ticklish part of my ears, and reviewed what Juliette had said. Unlike me, she essentially believed what she could touch. I didn’t agree with her that science had all the answers, or the Amazing Mr Occam for that matter. I had had too many experiences that did not fit into her simple common-sense universe.


I hadn’t let on to Juliette about my flying dreams. To the rest of my family dreams remained dreams – sometimes fun but definitely not real.


My nocturnal trips seemed very real indeed. The vivid landscapes I soared over didn’t appear to be of this time, containing as they did strange monuments, temples and castles. After arriving back in bed from my flights (or when I’d woken up, Juliette would maintain), the experiences seemed as vivid as my memories of being at school or going on holiday.


I lay there thinking about that and watched the eye that in return watched me.


I sat up with a cry. A person stood in the room. He had a black dog’s head with enormous ears. A startlingly blue-black eye watched me steadily. He held a golden stick of some sort. His muscular arm sported a solid gold bracelet on the biceps. He glowed with an inner light. I could see every detail clearly. I jumped out of bed.


My heart beat so hard, it thundered in my ears and behind my eyes. My chest ached as I held my breath. The man or beast had an extraordinary blue collar. From its glittering edge a golden pendant hung onto his green leather vest.


I expected the apparition just to vanish as I woke up more, but it remained, hovering. My feet seemed stuck to the carpet; my visitor’s reddish legs were suspended about half a metre off the ground. The blue eye continued to watch me.


I heard someone or something calling, and calling from a great distance, too far away to be heard. I listened hard, but couldn’t really catch any words. The voice might be that of the girl in the museum. For a moment I thought I could hear her, but the sounds coiled back into distant silence. The figure in the room, like illumined powdered glass, slowly faded, while the eye hovered for a while longer in the darkness and abruptly vanished.


My nails bit into the skin of my forearms where I hugged myself. I wiped the dampness off my forehead and sat down heavily on the bed. My mouth tasted sour. The house remained as still as a deserted grave. At least I hadn’t shouted.


I put on the light and checked the clock. The hands once more showed exactly three in the morning. So I must’ve been sleeping after all? I’d no memory of settling down to sleep. A long time passed before I felt confident enough to turn off the bedside lamp.










Chapter 6


A Journey


Egypt – the dawn of time


Shoshan sat once more in the warmth of the late afternoon sun, resting after her studies and the successful work of the previous evening. Hasina walked over to her.


“The pharaoh has been murdered.” Hasina watched shock spread across Shoshan’s face.


“How …how did it happen?”


“Both the pharaoh and his queen have died. We will hear in time that the deaths were through illness; but Katesch is sure they were poisoned.”


Shoshan sat upright on the cedar bench and closed her eyes; she took deep, slow breaths. Gradually she brought her shaking under control and sat as motionless as a statue.


“Shoshan, treasure,” said the young woman, “there’s no point. You will not be able to connect with Katesch from here. We’re too close to the priests of Set and she’ll hide herself from both them and us for a few days.”


“But you spoke to her, Hasina, you just said so. What’s to stop me?”


“She connected with me only for a few moments. I mostly saw her message as pictures rather than words. She informed me of all I needed to know, then she drew the veil around herself.”


Shoshan wiped a tear from her eye with a brisk movement. “Will she be safe?”


“She is the head of our Sisterhood. Those who know us little, but fear us much, are convinced we are magicians. You know we are not and never could be, but someone like Katesch can hide in time’s doorways and move through time’s corridors. Even the most powerful of her enemies won’t find her if she decides to remain hidden.”


“Is she coming back?”


“The whole of Egypt is at risk, and Katesch is one of the few who have the power to ensure the Dynasties unfold as has been foretold. She’ll do what needs to be done.”


The younger priestess nodded, the shadows from the leaves on trees across the courtyard playing on her face. She wore no ceremonial make-up today but her eyes could still be startling in their directness. She looked at Hasina and said, “There’s something you haven’t told me.”


Hasina nodded. Not much could be hidden from a Hearer, even by someone as gifted as herself.


“You’ll need to leave at once, sweet sister. It’s no longer safe for you here. Soldiers are marching. We can hear the blood lust in their minds. Our skills are no match for a direct assault at this time. Something happened when you found the boy, something or someone broke in, wounding little Merit. They discovered we’d forged a connection with the End Times. You are the first link in that chain of gold and the Red King is the last. We must get you to safety. And for him, we must offer prayer.”


The young priestess nodded, and half closed her eyes to look towards the red disk of the setting sun. Shoshan had only seen thirteen summers and remained far more a young girl than a young priestess. Yet her slight shoulders now carried a great responsibility. Like most of the Sisters of the Feather she could ‘hear’. Like her sisters, this had drawn her to the service of the Goddess Maat. But Shoshan alone could navigate these doorways of time from first to last. Even Hasina lacked this ability.


“I will need the chair,” said Shoshan. “Without it I cannot move my mind down the rivers of time. I just lose myself.”


“I know, sweet one,” said Hasina. “The chair is very special, but it is not unique. Two were made, and a third that is no chair, but is Osiris’s own sarcophagus.”


Shoshan frowned. “I thought only one chair had been made and that it needed to be here, in Ta-Opet.”


“That’s what most priests believe also,” said Hasina. “There’s another chair carved from different rock. It’s kept safe at the Hall of Records.”


“I didn’t know,” said Shoshan.


“It is a secret well-kept from those who would seek to control the destiny of Egypt and the times beyond our time,” said Hasina, moving over to her young friend. She placed her hands on Shoshan’s shoulders. “Sho-sho, these times were foreseen. We are moving from the age of Garden of the Gods to the dark time of the desert of men. It has to be so. We are at that moment when time itself changes.”


Shoshan stood and walked around under the trees, circling the bench and her friend. “Changes from what?”


“From the rule of Osiris to the misrule of Set. It is the way of things. Even our pharaohs foresaw that they might die, but couldn’t use that knowledge to avoid their destiny. That is the reason Katesch travelled to the south of Egypt last month. She urgently needed the counsel of her king and queen and she wanted to see for herself what the Brotherhood of Set had planned. She found out more abruptly than she expected.”


“What is she going to do now?”


“She’ll travel north, Shoshan, and so must you. She’ll find out if it is safe for you to go to The Hall of Records or whether the hand of Set has reached into that sacred ground as well.”


Shoshan frowned again, as she absorbed how her life would now change. “And if the Hall is not safe?”


“We believe it will be, but not all of the area around. You need to be close to its influence to speak inwardly to Katesch. The dark brethren will be watching out for you. They know now what you can do.”


“How do they know? We have kept all of this secret.”


“Yes, but not secret across all time. As soon as you sail the waves of time, others can see what you do and try to stop you. One such stood near your Red King. We don’t know how he found out, but he did. That was why we broke the communication so he couldn’t trap the boy and locate you.”


Hasina stood up and put her arms around the younger girl. “Come on, my little lotus flower, we need to get you ready for your journey.”


The small, dirty craft bumped against the quay. Shoshan grimaced as she surveyed the cramped boat. She placed her belongings with care, avoiding the water sloshing around the bottom of the hull. Dressed as a boy, with a loose fitting cotton top and a crude kilt of coarse material, her long dark hair had been well hidden under a grimy headscarf.


The boat bobbed up and down on the canal, the flickering light of the torches barely reaching the top of the mast. Shoshan and Hasina awaited the setting of the sun, so the boat could slip out from this underground waterway and join the other traffic on the river.


“It’s time,” said Hasina, hugging Shoshan again. “May Maat watch over you on this and all your journeys.”


Shoshan looked up at her friend. “You can travel time, Hasina. Have you seen how this works out?”


“I’ve walked beneath the stars on the Plain of Time, little one, it’s true. But some things are veiled and some things are like the tumbling of a rock down the hillside, they can go this way or that. I pray for your safe arrival, because that is what I believe it will be.” She smiled with much more confidence than she felt.


The sailor called from the boat, “Everything is stowed; we must go.”


“Yes, Captain,” said Hasina.


The round-shouldered man, whose physical bulk dominated the slim boat, beckoned to Shoshan. His craggy face remained unsmiling. Hasina turned back to the young priestess.


“Here,” she said. “I’ve a gift for you.”


She gave the girl a package wrapped in cloth. Shoshan opened it with care and studied the embroidered feather of a priestess of Maat, picked out in dark green against the dove grey of a cloak. She looked up at the young woman and made to give it back.


“This is your cloak, the cloak of a full priestess,” Shoshan said.


“It’s my cloak, you’re right. But it’s going to one who has earned the right to wear it. It will keep you warm in the chill of the desert and its blessings may keep you safe.” She gently pushed the package back towards Shoshan. “Put it safely in the boat and wear it when you travel on your own. There will be no value in disguise at that point.”


Shoshan wobbled on the small gangplank before stepping into the boat. “Careful, girl, careful,” said the captain, as Shoshan stumbled and nearly lost her balance.


The boat eased out from the dock and Hasina admired the skill of the captain, pushing the large paddle at the back, and propelling them towards the great river. They disappeared into the gloom, as they moved out into the current of the river. Hasina knew they’d be safe for a while, on this overcast night. If the captain could not get Shoshan to safety then no one could.


She shivered as she remembered a vision of Shoshan transfixed by a spear, pinning her to the wood of a temple door. She murmured a prayer of hope that this future wouldn’t come to pass.


Shoshan is not a mere rock on a hillside. She is wise beyond her years. May Maat watch over her.










Chapter 7


Dream Diary


England – about now


The alarm clock had rung and still feeling somewhat shaky, I got up. I’d achieved teenage status. I’d no idea who or what it was that had appeared in my bedroom the previous night. I guessed it had something to do with the girl I’d seen in the museum.


“You can come down now,” Mum called out. On birthdays in our home, you have to wait until the table is prepared. Birthdays came with presents. I loved presents. I’d that sense of pleasant expectation and inhaled the aroma of fresh toast wafting its way up the stairs. I went downstairs to join the family. Music played – something classical and twangy.


“Morning, Rhory,” and “Happy Birthday, darling,” and “Well, look at him. Oh my God! Spot the difference! Now he’s a teenager!”


That last comment came from my sister Juliette, of course.


“Wow, Mum, that looks nice,” I said. As always, the big chair and the place setting were decorated with flowers. Perhaps it was a Norwegian tradition – I am half-Norwegian after all – but it was one we always followed. And the pile of presents looked suitably glittery and interesting.


In my family the years are ‘bumped in’. So I had my dad at my feet and Mum and Jules with an arm and shoulder each. I got raised and bumped a full 13 times, with my backside hitting the floor repeatedly. How they managed, when even at my coming-of-age I was taller than most adults, I don’t know. But they did.


It was official. I was no longer a child. I’d achieved that in-between zone between child and adult. Great, I thought. Maybe.


After a bowl of cereal and a piece of that lovely toast, with mountains of marmalade, I turned to the high point of the day: the presents.


There were the usual cards and quite acceptable gifts from my aunts – who always remembered – and acted on behalf of three uncles – who never remembered. A large parcel from Mum and Dad looked intriguing.


“Boom boom,” said Dad.


I ripped off the paper and revealed bongo-drums in red wood.


“You can tune them,” said Mum.


I grinned from ear to ear.


“My present is boring in comparison,” said Juliette. “A book!”


I opened it. Juliette smiled her winning, beauty pageant smile; she was clearly pleased with herself. I saw the word ‘dream’ on the cover.


I often had vivid dreams, ever since I can remember. Sometimes I described these dreams over breakfast. Mum would say something like, “That’s interesting, Rhory, did you have cheese on toast last night?”


Dad would be a little less random. “It’s all symbolic you, know,” he’d say.


Juliette would baffle me with some insight from her A Level Psychology course. Perhaps this was the reason for her birthday gift.


“It’s a dream diary, Rhory,” she said, “and it’s got this cool dictionary part, so you can look up what your dreams mean.” In rather lurid writing, across a picture of a fantastic sky above a dramatic ravine, it indeed said, ‘Your Dream Diary’. It was written by a lady with the extraordinary name of Celeste Starwalker.


“Thanks, Jules, it looks really great,” I enthused. And it did. A very timely present.


“Look at the front, Rhory,” she said tapping the cover, “it has a really good guide. Now if you dream of penguins you can look up ‘penguin’, and see its meaning. It even has an entry called ‘sister’ –see, it says ‘Sisters represent your Wise Being and their every suggestion should be followed without question’. It seems quite comprehensive and surprisingly accurate.”


She was right. Well, not right about the sister bit, but many of the things I remembered dreaming about were covered. Now I might actually have a way of making sense of my night-time visions. I wanted to explore the dictionary part, but that would have to wait until I’d returned from school.


The day at school proved totally predictable – boring, boring and tedious. The final bell of the school day rang and I headed for my form room. My mobile whined like an approaching police car: quite realistically, judging by the looks I got from the Year Sevens in the corridor.


“Hello, Dad!”


“I’m outside the school in the side road,” said a tinny replica of my dad’s voice, sounding much more Scottish than normal. Phones do that I’ve found.


“Uh, okay. Why?”


“We’re going out. It’s your birthday, remember!”


Of course it was, as if I’d have forgotten. My heart sank however, because I shared a birthday with my Uncle Andrew. He’s one of the four Scots ‘As’, as Jules and I call them – my dad and his three brothers. I guessed this might be connected with Dad’s surprising arrival.


At home, Mum gave me a cup of tea and a slice of cake “for the birthday boy” and told me to get on with my homework! That done, I changed rapidly, and then we were back in the car, Jules, Mum and me, with Dad driving, to go the mile or so to Hammerford’s foremost hotel, the King’s Head. Oh drat. Oh squashed hedgehogs. A family dinner party!
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